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Abstract 
 
An Exploratory Case Study of Middle School Student 
Academic Achievement in a Fully Online Virtual School 
 
Suzanne Wolfinger 
 
 
 
Virtual school enrollment continues to increase in the United States although the efficacy of this 
school model remains highly debated.  The majority of research conducted about virtual 
schooling focuses on high school and adult online learners.  Recent literature highlights the need 
for quality research that provides an understanding of the characteristics of adolescent online 
learners and the types of support they need to achieve academically in a virtual school.  The 
purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore the academic achievement of successful 
middle school students in a fully online K-12 cyber school (virtual school) in Pennsylvania, 
through the perceptions of middle school teachers, students, and their learning coaches.  The 
conceptual framework for this study was supported by research and included the following 
research streams:  learner characteristics, academic support, and academic social support.  Eight 
middle school students and their learning coaches and nine middle school teachers participated in 
this study.  In-person observations and interviews were conducted within each student 
household.  The teachers participated in an online focus group interview.  This study’s results 
revealed that the student participants share learner characteristics in common, teachers continue 
to play an important role in the virtual school model, and specific aspects of parental 
involvement were revealed that indicate a learning coach’s approach may promote academic 
achievement.  Certain components and features of the education management system were 
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perceived by the study participants as supportive of academic achievement.  Lastly, a connection 
with peers through extracurricular activities appeared to impact student motivation and academic 
achievement in virtual school.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Research 
 
Introduction to The Problem 
 
Online schools first emerged in the United States in Florida in 1997, and the online 
school model has been rapidly growing and morphing ever since (Barbour & Reeves, 2009) with 
approximately 315,000 students enrolled in fully online K-12 schools in the United States during 
the 2013-14 school year (Watson, Pape, Murin, Gemin, & Vashaw, 2014).  Fully online K-12 
schools generally operate as charter schools, also known as cyber schools or virtual schools, and 
students receive 100% of their instruction via online courses using the Internet rather than by 
teacher instruction in a physical building (Watson et al., 2014).  The benefits most often cited by 
people involved with fully online K-12 schooling include school choice, flexibility, 
personalization, and advanced learning opportunities.  It is mainly these perceived benefits that 
attract families to this type of schooling, enabling fully online K-12 enrollment to steadily 
increase (Barbour & Reeves, 2009).   
 Even though perceived benefits exist that continue to promote the growth of fully online 
K-12 schools (virtual schools), there is little data to show the effectiveness of this school model 
as it relates to student academic achievement.  The 2015 National Education Policy Center 
(NEPC) report on virtual schools stated that, “In 2013-14, 28% of virtual schools received no 
state accountability/performance rating.  Of the 285 schools that were rated, only 41% were 
judged academically acceptable" (Molnar et al., 2015, p. 60).  According to Pennsylvania 
Department of Education (2015), of the fourteen virtual schools operating in the state during the 
2013-14 school year, only two schools received passing building level academic scores.  The 
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passing scores were in the mid to low sixties out of a scale of one hundred, with below sixty 
considered a failing score.  The building level academic scores take into account standardized 
testing scores and other indicators showing a school’s progress in closing the academic 
achievement gap among its students (Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2015).  These 
statistics are fueling the debate surrounding student achievement in virtual schools, supporting 
Barth’s (2013) conclusion that "...for many students who choose to go virtual, something in the 
delivery is not working as it should" (p. 35).   
    Barbour further explains in the 2014 NEPC report that although virtual schools 
continue to be a popular school choice, there is little data available to help guide practices in 
these schools (Molnar, et al., 2014).  Barbour recommends that research is needed to understand 
the "...characteristics of various groups of students who enroll in full-time online programs and 
the types of instruction and support they need to be successful" (Molnar, et al., 2014, p. 46).  
Barbour also suggests that "...policymakers examine the role of the parent/guardian in the 
instructional model of full-time online learning to determine the level of teaching support that is 
necessary for students to be successful" (Molnar, et al., 2014, p. 35).  Barbour highlights the 
increasing concern regarding teacher quality in virtual schools and the lack of teacher 
preparation programs available for teachers pursuing online teaching.  Barbour states that “…the 
research base on the knowledge, skills, and abilities that make online teachers effective is thin.  
More evidence is needed to guide these efforts” (Molnar et al., 2015, p. 23).    
Statement of the Problem to be Researched 
  Virtual school enrollment continues to increase, and the lack of a thorough 
understanding of what students need to succeed in the fully online environment persists (Miron 
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& Urschel, 2012).  “At present, virtual education lacks a firm understanding of what high 
performance looks like” (Dillon & Tucker, 2011, p. 52), and the literature reviewed for this study 
highlight the need for research designed to gain a deeper understanding of the characteristics of 
the students who are performing at higher levels in virtual schools and the types of academic 
supports they receive that contribute to their academic achievement.  According to the 2015 
NEPC report on virtual schools, students enrolled in virtual schools are performing significantly 
worse than those enrolled in brick-and-mortar schools, and more research is needed to 
understand the characteristics of those schools and students that are successful (Molnar et al., 
2015).   
The possible explanations for the poor performance of students in virtual schools include:  
inadequate performance measures, insufficient funds, curriculum and instruction deficiencies, 
and inappropriate school environment for students (Miron & Urschel, 2012).  Chingos (2013) 
cautions that the current methods of measuring the success of online schools by comparing one 
school to another or focusing on individual student standardized test scores are ineffective.  
Chingos (2013) proposes that descriptive information about online school students used in 
conjunction with current measures of school quality would be "...a necessary first step to 
designing such careful comparisons" (p. 48), contributing to an understanding of why some 
virtual schools are viewed as successful while others are not.   
 Miron and Urschel (2012) advise that educators and others continue to research virtual 
schools to gain a deeper understanding of the students who attend these schools.  Until recently, 
“…the practice and research into distance education and online learning had been focused upon 
adult populations…” (Barbour & Reeves, 2009, p. 410), and it cannot be assumed that these 
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research findings apply to adolescent learners (Ronsisvalle & Watkins, 2005).  Rice (2006) 
suggests that “…the effectiveness of distance education appears to have more to do with who is 
teaching, who is learning, and how that learning is accomplished, and less to do with the 
medium” (p. 440), while Barbour and Reeves (2009) underscore the need for additional research 
to help all students succeed in the virtual school setting because "...the virtual school movement 
continues to grow and thus serves a wider range of students..." (p. 413).   
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
  Rice (2006) explains that some students are successful or unsuccessful in a virtual school 
setting just as they would be in a traditional school setting, but it is crucial to understand the 
educational context that promotes a student to succeed.  "Studies that only compare virtual 
learning with traditional instruction...mask many of the most interesting questions about virtual 
education.  To be useful, research needs to be specific as to ‘what works for whom, what 
implementation practices matter, and why…’" (Dillon & Tucker, 2011 p. 53).  Rice (2006) 
categorized variables identified in research that have been associated with student success in an 
online environment, and she cautions that the research involved high school and adult learners, 
not adolescent learners.  Rice (2006) identified the following categories as relating to student 
success in virtual schooling: learner characteristics, learner supports, and affective learning 
domain.  Rice (2009) confirmed the relevance of these categories in a study focused on the 
research priorities in K-12 virtual schooling.  The research priorities identified in the study 
resulted in a recommendation for further research regarding the efficacy of virtual schools 
through an investigation of “…best practice, online learning environments, and the influence of 
learner characteristics on success” (p. 174).  The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore 
middle school student academic achievement in a virtual school in Pennsylvania, focusing on 
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measurable data such as gradebook scores and standardized testing scores to define student 
success.   The researcher used Rice's (2006) identified categories as a guide to gain an 
understanding of student, learning coach, and teacher perceptions of what influences and 
contributes to middle school student academic achievement.          
  The typical virtual school student is often referred to as an independent and motivated 
learner (Barbour & Reeves, 2009).  This type of independent and motivated student is an ideal 
candidate for virtual schooling, but this student description is not necessarily an accurate 
representation of the majority of students who are enrolled in virtual school programs.  Barbour 
and Reeves (2009) explain how the ideal virtual school student possesses attributes associated 
with adult learners, such as intrinsic motivation and experience with technology, but adolescents 
do not necessarily possess these same skills.  Rice (2006) also emphasizes that there is research 
available regarding students in virtual high schools, but little is known about the students 
attending virtual schools in the lower grades.  Rice (2006) supports the view of Barbour and 
Reeves (2009) that although reviewing information about adult online learners may be helpful, 
adult online learner experiences must be distinguished from those of adolescent online learners.   
Research Questions 
 The fundamental questions associated with this research study are: 
Central Question:  What learner characteristics, academic supports, and academic social 
supports do middle school teachers, students, and their learning coaches perceive as 
contributing to student academic achievement in a fully online virtual school?   
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Question 1:  What learner characteristics do middle school teachers, students, and their 
learning coaches perceive as contributing to student academic achievement? 
Question 2:  What academic supports do middle school teachers, students, and their 
learning coaches perceive as contributing to student academic achievement?  
Question 3:  What academic social supports do middle school teachers, students, and 
their learning coaches perceive as contributing to student academic achievement? 
The Conceptual Framework 
Researcher Stances and Experiential Base  
This qualitative case study research design enabled the researcher to gain an in-depth 
understanding of what contributes to adolescent academic achievement in a Pennsylvania virtual 
school through the perceptions of a select group of middle school teachers, students, and their 
learning coaches.  Merriam (2009) explains that qualitative research may be used when “…there 
is a lack of theory or an existing theory fails to adequately explain a phenomenon” (p. 15), and 
the need for research regarding the K-12 virtual school phenomenon is apparent in the literature 
reviewed for this study. According to Johnson and Onwuegbuzi (2004), qualitative research is an 
effective research design when studying a small number of cases, describing people's 
experiences with a particular trend, exploring local contexts, and collecting data in a setting that 
is realistic.  Yin (2014) explains that a “… case study is preferred when examining contemporary 
events, but when the relevant behaviors cannot be manipulated….the case study’s unique 
strength is its ability to deal with a full variety of evidence-documents, artifacts, interviews, and 
observations…” (p. 12).  The researcher aligns with the constructivist paradigm (Guba, 1990) 
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that suggests an individual's own experience or reality has an impact on how one interprets a 
situation or information, which influenced the case study research design chosen for this study.  
This case study enabled middle school teachers, students, and their learning coaches to share 
their unique experiences in virtual school while also providing the researcher with an opportunity 
to identify common themes and potential best practices that support student academic 
achievement.            
Conceptual Framework 
 The conceptual framework was supported by literature that focused primarily on the 
experiences of high school students in both the virtual school and brick and mortar school 
models, research addressing adolescent self-efficacy and supportive relationships, and adolescent 
developmental theories.  Lee and Figueroa (2012) identify learner abilities, experience in an 
online environment, self-motivation, school support, peer interaction, and active parental 
involvement as potential indicators of a student's success in K-12 virtual schools.  Several 
researchers (DeTure, 2004; Hartley & Bendixen, 2001; Kim, Kim,, & Karimi, 2012; Kim, Park, 
& Cozart, 2014; Kirby & Sharpe, 2010; Liu & Cavanaugh, 2011; Lee & Figueroa, 2012; 
Muilenburg & Berge, 2005; Roblyer, Davis, Mills, Marshall, & Pape, 2008;  Ronsisvalle & 
Watkins, 2005; Schunk, 1981; Schunk, 1991; Schunk, 1995; Winters, Greene, & Costich, 2008) 
emphasize learner characteristics as contributing significantly to student success in school, while 
others highlight academic and social support (Barbour and McLaren, 2012; Barbour & Plough, 
2012; Belair, 2012; Cavanaugh & Clark, 2007; DiPietro, 2010; Hawkins, Graham, & Barbour, 
2012; Hawkins, Graham, Sudweeks, & Barbour, 2013; Giannakos & Vlamos, 2013; Klinger, 
2012; Lappi, 2012; Liu & Cavanaugh, 2011; Litke, 1998; Menchaca & Bekele, 2008; Powell & 
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Kalina, 2009; Russell & Holkner, 2000; Schunk & Hanson, 1985; Schunk, 1987; Wentzel, 1998; 
Wentzel, 2003) and parental involvement (Anderson & Minke, 2007; Barth, 2013; Borup, 
Graham, & Davies, 2013; Brody, Flor, & Gibson, 1999; Chen & Chang, 2011; Currie-Rubin & 
Smith, 2014; Fan & Chen, 2001; Frid, 2001; Jeynes, 2005; Klein & Poplin, 2014; Lee & 
Figueroa, 2010; Rodney, 2010; Smrtnik-Vitulic & Zupancic, 2011; Wentzel, 1998; Zimmerman, 
Bandura, & Martinez-Pons, 1992) as impacting student academic achievement.   
 The researcher developed three research streams by utilizing the following categories that 
Rice (2006) identified as those that impact student success online:  learner characteristics, learner 
supports, and affective learning domain.  The relevance of Rice’s three categories is reinforced 
by the Community of Inquiry instrument used for evaluating the quality of online learning, 
which includes three presences:  cognitive presence, teaching presence, and social presence 
(Meyer, 2014).  Although Rice’s three categories were developed based on older online learners, 
the researcher was able to align the categories with the theories of prominent adolescent 
researchers Albert Bandura, Benjamin Bloom, Jean Piaget, and Lev Vygotsky.  For the purpose 
of this study, the researcher tailored the three categories to be more reflective of adolescent 
developmental theories and the context of this study: learner characteristics, academic support, 
and academic social support.      
The learner characteristics research stream is associated with students’ beliefs in their 
ability to regulate their own learning, motivate themselves, and achieve academically (Bandura, 
1993).  The academic support research stream relates to Piaget’s cognitive constructivism theory 
which highlights the significance of “…understanding what each individual needs to get 
knowledge and learn at his or her own pace” (Powell & Kalina, 2009, p. 243).  The academic 
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social support research stream incorporates both Vygotsky’s theory that social interaction is 
integral to learning (Powell & Kalina, 2009) and the affective learning domain included in 
Bloom’s taxonomy which emphasizes emotional growth (Krathwohl, Bloom, & Masia, 1964).  
The components that define each research stream are supported by the Adolescent Community of 
Engagement Framework created for K-12 online learning by Borup, West, Graham, and Davies 
(2014), and this framework suggests that student engagement, teacher engagement, peer 
engagement, and parental engagement are crucial components in the online environment.  A 
visual representation of the conceptual framework is illustrated in Figure1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1.  Conceptual Framework Map.  This figure illustrates the research streams included in this study. 
Definition of Terms 
Academic achievement – For the purpose of this study, academic achievement is 
defined as the point in which a student scores, at a minimum, proficient on state 
standardized tests. 
Academic support - The various ways in which the virtual school structure supports a 
student (Rice, 2006), including teacher communication, parental involvement, and online 
curriculum design. 
 
Middle school student 
academic achievement 
in a virtual school 
 
 
Learner Characteristics 
 
 
 
Academic Support 
 
Academic Social 
Support 
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Cyber schools - Online schools that are chartered in a single district but enroll students 
throughout the entire state (Rice, 2006). 
Fully online virtual schools -   Schools that generally operate as charter schools, also 
known as cyber schools or virtual schools, where students receive 100% of their 
instruction via online courses using the Internet rather than by teacher instruction in a 
physical building (Watson et al., 2014).   
Learner characteristics - Personal attributes or skills (Rice, 2006) that a student may 
possess or demonstrate in an online environment, and a student’s ability to regulate 
learning (Schunk, 1991), potentially impacting academic achievement.  
Learning coach – For the purpose of this study, the learning coach is the supervising 
adult during school hours who guides and supports the adolescent student who is enrolled 
in virtual school.  The supervising adult may or may not be related to the adolescent 
student. 
Perceived self efficacy - "Perceived self-efficacy influences the level of goal challenge 
people set for themselves, the amount of effort they mobilize, and their persistence in the 
face of difficulties (Zimmerman, Bandura, and Martinez-Pons, 1992, p. 664).   
Academic social support – For the purpose of this study, academic social support 
includes the various ways in which students interact socially in the virtual school 
environment.  This is inclusive of synchronous and asynchronous peer interaction. 
Successful student - For the purpose of this study, a successful student is defined as a 
student who has scored, at a minimum, proficient on the Pennsylvania System of Schools 
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Assessments (PSSA) during the previous school year.  The student must also have an 
80% or higher gradebook average currently.  The student must also be currently enrolled 
in either grade 6, 7, or 8, and currently be in at least the third year of enrollment at the 
virtual school.  A successful student meets the eligibility criteria for this study. 
 Virtual schools - Also known as cyber schools or online schools where the student learns 
 from home, and the Internet is used to deliver the curriculum (Miron & Urschel, 2012). 
Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 
 One assumption of this qualitative study was that the presence of the researcher in the 
participants' households minimally impacted the daily routines of the participants during regular 
school hours, and the participants conducted their usual daily routine while the researcher was 
present.  Another assumption is that artifacts and relevant information obtained from participants 
may have been created or generated outside of traditional school hours since the students in this 
study are not required to work online during any specific day or time of day.  
 The first limitation of this qualitative study is the limited time frame in which the study 
was conducted.  For dissertation purposes, the researcher was not able to develop an extended 
relationship with the participants, and a longitudinal study was not conducted.  The second 
limitation of this study was that students residing outside of a designated geographical area in 
Pennsylvania were not included in this study.   
Lastly, the findings of this study may not be generalizable to the larger national virtual 
school population, since not all virtual school programs are structured similarly.  This study 
focused only on middle school students enrolled in a specific virtual school in Pennsylvania who 
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met the criteria for this study, since the literature review reinforced the need for research 
specifically addressing adolescent virtual school students.  Students who did not meet the criteria 
established for a successful student were not included in this study, because the purpose of this 
study was to understand what contributes to student academic achievement rather than failure.  
Reasons as to why students may not succeed in a virtual school were not specifically addressed 
in this study. 
Summary 
Virtual school enrollment continues to increase each year, yet there is inconsistent 
evidence supporting the effectiveness of these schools and the types of support necessary to 
promote student academic achievement in the virtual school model.  This qualitative study 
contributed to the existing literature by providing an understanding of the characteristics of a 
select group of successful middle school students enrolled in a virtual school and the types of 
academic and social supports that contribute toward their academic achievement.  Identifying 
best practices in virtual schools is critical for guiding policymaking and reshaping the 
pedagogical practices that have been transferred from the traditional school model to the virtual 
school model (Searson, Jones, & Wold, 2011).  This study addressed the dearth in knowledge 
regarding adolescent virtual school students and highlighted the perceptions of the participants 
regarding influences on academic achievement in virtual school. 
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Chapter 2 – The Literature Review 
Introduction  
 Virtual education continues to be a popular public school choice for many families since 
the first virtual school model emerged in the United States almost two decades ago.  Virtual 
schools are generally defined either by how they are managed or based on the geographic 
location of the school.  One commonly accepted definition is that a virtual school is an education 
model in which students receive some or all of their education via an online computer program 
(Barbour & Reeves, 2009), and virtual schools may also be referred to as cyber schools (Watson, 
Murin, Vashaw, Gemin, & Rapp, 2013).  Despite the popularity of virtual schools, there is a lack 
of sufficient data to support the claim that virtual schools provide quality education (Cavanaugh, 
Barbour, & Clark, 2009), and as a result, the efficacy of the virtual school model has become a 
focal point for many policymakers (Molnar et al., 2015). 
    Student success in virtual schools has been historically measured using a combination 
of test scores and satisfaction levels of families enrolled (Ronsisvalle & Watkins, 2005), and the 
majority of available research addressing student success in virtual schools has been focused on 
students in single courses in either secondary or higher education.  Little research has been 
conducted to date to obtain a comprehensive understanding of middle school students in a virtual 
school setting; however, members of the education community are now recognizing the 
importance of understanding adolescent learner characteristics and best practices used in this 
type of school model (Rice, 2009).  Cavanaugh et al. (2009) state research needs to "... improve 
upon the identification of characteristics that are necessary for adolescents to be successful in 
online learning environments ..." (p. 12), and Cavanaugh and Clark (2007) suggest, "...research 
should investigate the intersections among student needs, course structure, and support services" 
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(p. 15).   Lee and Figueroa (2012) also propose that learner abilities, experience in an online 
environment, self-motivation, school support, peer interaction, and active parental involvement 
are potential indicators unique to a student's success in K-12 virtual schools. 
Literature Review 
 This chapter analyzes the literature related to the research streams developed for this 
study: learner characteristics, academic support, and academic social support.  The main purpose 
of this chapter is to present and discuss existing research that may be applicable to the virtual 
school model, helping to guide this study and highlight the significance and relevance of the 
research streams.   
Learner Characteristics 
This section of the Literature Review provides support for the necessity for research 
regarding adolescent online learner characteristics and discusses the important role of self-
efficacy in education.  This section also highlights the relationship between an individual’s self-
efficacy and academic achievement in both traditional and virtual schooling.   
Self-efficacy is an individual's perceived capabilities to control both cognitive and 
noncognitive behaviors (Schunk, 1991).  Schunk (1991) explains that self-efficacy impacts an 
individual's willingness to and persistence in completing a task, and an individual may also 
gauge one’s self-efficacy based on observing others.  Schunk (1991) clarifies that students, in 
particular, may measure their self-efficacy according to teacher feedback, prior experiences, and 
perceived progress.  Schunk (1991) also states that enhanced self-efficacy must be fostered in 
children, and he suggests there is a need for research involving self-efficacy where data would be 
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collected via "...longitudinal studies, case studies, and oral histories....they would yield rich data 
sources for examining the role self-efficacy plays in academic motivation" (p. 226).   
Personal characteristics not only directly impact a student’s academic performance, but 
they may also affect a student’s approach to learning in general.  Hartley and Bendixen (2001) 
suggest that in addition to learner attributes such as self-efficacy, epistemological beliefs also 
influence a student's academic success.  It is possible these types of beliefs may have more 
significance in the virtual school environment than in the traditional classroom.  Epistemological 
beliefs are "...beliefs about the nature of knowledge and knowing..." (Hartley & Bendixen, 2001, 
p. 23).  If a student maintains a personal belief that utilizing certain resources will not be helpful, 
the student may choose not to use the resources and consequently limit access to educational 
support (Hartley & Bendixen, 2001).  Understanding these types of beliefs in adolescents is 
important in the virtual school environment since students are often making their own 
educational choices throughout the day. 
It has been shown that at the college level, a student's self-efficacy belief may be related 
to a student’s confidence level, particularly in using technology successfully in school (DeTure, 
2004), and these results may be applicable to student use of technology in K-12 virtual schools. 
A study conducted by Muilenburg & Berge (2005) with adult online learners showed that their 
perceived level of comfort with learning online directly affected their perceived barriers to 
learning and how well they thought they would perform in the course.  A study conducted by 
Menchaca and Bekele (2008) suggests students may need at least basic to moderate skills to have 
the confidence to be successful in a virtual school model, and Kim, Kim, and Karimi (2012) 
conclude from their study involving virtual high school students that having some prior 
experience with online technology may be connected to a higher level of student motivation and 
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general satisfaction with the technology and structure of an online environment.  These study 
results are supported by Schunk (1981) who explains that “…children’s self-perceptions of their 
capabilities have an important effect on their subsequent achievements” (p. 104), directly linking 
self-efficacy with academic achievement.     
Current research concerning virtual school students mainly focuses on students enrolled 
in secondary and higher education virtual courses, and these students mostly self-select into a 
program, which is a different scenario compared to middle school virtual students.  The majority 
of secondary and higher education virtual school students are often autonomous, motivated, and 
capable (Kirby & Sharpe, 2010), and these adjectives may be used to describe an individual who 
possesses self-efficacy.   A study conducted by Zimmerman, Bandura, and Martinez-Pons (1992) 
with traditional high school students showed that “students who perceived themselves as capable 
of regulating their own activities strategically are more confident about mastering academic 
subjects and attain higher academic performance” (p. 674), reaffirming the claim of Kirby and 
Sharpe (2010).  There is evidence, however, that adolescents are indeed aware of the 
characteristics that may help them succeed in school.  Virtual middle school students who 
participated in a case study conducted by Litke (1998) revealed that “…personal characteristics 
such as motivation, organization, and independence…” had the most impact on their 
achievement in a virtual school (p. 41), and the parents involved in the same study cited student 
motivation as having the most significant influence on student achievement (Litke, 1998).     
In middle school, adolescents themselves are not necessarily choosing to enroll in a 
virtual program - their parents are choosing to enroll them - so they often do not possess the 
same self-motivation as students who themselves have chosen the virtual school model (Lee & 
Figueroa, 2012).  Ronsisvalle and Watkins (2005) also call attention to the fact that many of the 
VIRTUAL MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENT ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 28   
 
K-12 students who first enrolled in virtual programs were part of "traditionally under-served 
populations, including students who are home-schooled, have health conditions, are at high-risk 
for dropping out, or have competing personal or professional commitments..." (p. 118), which is 
far different from the idealized virtual school student.   
 The ideal virtual school student is often represented as an independent and motivated 
learner who thrives in the virtual school model, but this student depiction is not necessarily an 
accurate representation of the majority of adolescent students enrolled in a virtual school 
program (Barbour & Reeves, 2009).   Barbour and Reeves (2009) explain how attributes 
associated with adult learners, such as intrinsic motivation and self-efficacy, mostly reflect adult 
learner characteristics, and adolescents do not necessarily possess these same skills.  Rice (2006) 
acknowledges that little is known about the students attending virtual schools in the lower 
grades, which is supportive of Barbour and Reeves (2009) who suggest that educators cannot 
assume that adult online learner characteristics are similar to those of adolescent online learners. 
  The available literature indicates that certain self-efficacy traits may play an important 
role specifically in adolescents.  Rice (2006) concurs with Roblyer, Davis, Mills, Marshall, and 
Pape (2008) that self-efficacy beliefs, initiative, a sense of responsibility, self-regulation, and 
technology skills are all important contributing factors that impact a student's level of autonomy 
and academic success in the virtual school environment.  Ronsisvalle and Watkins (2005) cite 
self-efficacy, self-regulation, and motivation as paramount to a student's success online, while 
Winters, Greene, and Costich (2008) conclude that "…academic self-efficacy predicted 
academic performance” within a range of school students learning via a computer based program 
(p. 434).  A study conducted by Schunk (1981) with adolescent students in traditional school 
showed that students who had a higher level of self-efficacy persisted longer on math problems, 
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suggesting that students who rushed through the problems had lower self-efficacy and may have 
been disheartened by the challenge, basically giving up on themselves.   
Self-efficacy is an integral part of student success, both in traditional and virtual school 
models; however, a clear understanding of how self-efficacy is demonstrated by students and 
reinforced by teachers and learning coaches in the virtual school environment is lacking.  It is 
clear through the studies cited in this section that self-efficacy is omnipresent, at a minimum 
impacting students’ perceived barriers to education and even persistence in task completion.  The 
overarching impact student self-efficacy has on academic achievement suggests that this research 
stream may be both complex and tightly interwoven within the two remaining research streams 
of academic support and academic social support.    
Academic Support 
This section of the Literature Review discusses the importance of academic support in 
virtual school, including teacher communication, parental involvement, and curriculum design.  
This section highlights the impact academic support may have on student motivation and 
academic achievement, linking this research stream to theories of self-efficacy.   
  Teacher communication.  Wentzel (2003) suggests that student motivation may be 
directly related to whether or not teachers use similar strategies in the classroom as effective 
parents would use in the home.  Wentzel (2003) states that “creating a caring classroom 
environment in which teachers enforce rules consistently, communicate expectations for self-
reliance and self-control, solicit children’s opinions and feelings and provide positive 
expressions of warmth and approval” (p. 324) is necessary for student goal achievement.  
Replicating and fostering caring communication methods in a virtual environment may be 
significant yet difficult.  In a 2011 study conducted by Hawkins, Barbour, and Graham (2011), 
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the virtual high school teachers who participated expressed concern “…that their role had been 
reduced to that of a grader or tutor” (p.10) in the virtual environment, and most teachers also 
stated that their interaction with students had “…little pedagogical value…” (p. 10).  This teacher 
perception seems contrary to the results of a study conducted by Barbour and McLaren (2012) 
suggesting that high school students in a virtual environment valued their teachers and enjoyed 
synchronous classes with their teachers, especially when the student/teacher relationship enabled 
the student to continue to feel independent.  The results of this study directly link teacher 
interaction with reinforcing students’ perceived self-efficacy, and this conclusion is supported by 
Hawkins, Graham, & Barbour (2012) who determined that virtual school teachers believe a 
strong teacher presence is linked to student motivation and achievement in virtual schools.  It 
may be a critical component of student success in a virtual school model to promote constructive 
student/teacher relationships to encourage student engagement, impacting academic 
achievement.     
The quantity and quality of students’ interactions with teachers in a virtual school was 
proven to be important in the actual completion rate of courses in a study conducted by Hawkins, 
Graham, Sudweeks, and Barbour (2013) with asynchronous virtual high school students.  
Separate research claims that students in traditional schools are less likely to drop out of school if 
they have a meaningful relationship with their teachers (Rice, 2006), and Rice (2006) proposes 
that a supposition can be made that similar significance may be placed on relationships in virtual 
schools, influencing whether or not a student remains enrolled.  These studies support Schunk's 
(1991) view that teacher feedback and successful experiences impact self-efficacy, but further 
research is needed to better understand which student/teacher interactions have the most impact 
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on academic achievement and how these interactions may be related to student self-efficacy in 
the virtual school environment.     
Parental involvement.  Parental involvement is also an important, yet complex, 
component of academic support.  The virtual school model has shifted a large portion of the 
accountability for a student's academic achievement to the supervising adult in the home.  
Parents are often referred to as learning coaches in a virtual school, and they are responsible for 
managing "...instructional time, student behavior and learning expectations..." (Rodney, 2010, p. 
222) during their student's school day.  Active parental involvement appears essential in virtual 
school, and this is proven in Frid's (2001) study involving adolescents in a virtual enrichment 
program where the extent of adult support directly impacted an adolescent's level of participation 
and quality of work submitted.  The study results indicated that a group of adolescents who did 
not have adult support in the online program had difficulty completing the program (Frid, 2001).  
The extent of the impact parental involvement may have on a student’s achievement in a virtual 
school can be gauged using some of the survey results of parents who chose to enroll their 
children in a K-7 virtual school program.  Parents indicated that they chose virtual schooling so 
they could have direct involvement in and control over their children’s education, while also 
expressing satisfaction with the program itself and their children’s academic achievement (Klein 
& Poplin, 2014).  These survey results reinforce the connection between parental involvement 
and student achievement as shown in Frid’s (2001) study results.  
In a study conducted by Borup, Graham, and Davies (2015), online high school students 
reported interacting 40% more often with parents than their peers and more than 300% more 
often with parents than their instructors.  This statistic illustrates how students in a virtual school 
rely on their parents for daily support and how the level of parental involvement or quality of 
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parental interaction can potentially impact completion rates, as suggested in Frid’s (2001) study.  
The significance of parental support is emphasized in a study conducted by Lappi (2012) 
regarding the perception of first-year college students and their relationships with adults 
throughout their K-12 school experience.  These students indicated that they depended on their 
parents the most during various stressful times, and this reliance on and significance of parental 
support is mirrored by the study results of Klinger (2012) which showed that traditional teachers 
believed parents were responsible for fostering resiliency in students.  The significance of these 
results has implications for the virtual school environment where parents are more present in 
daily student learning than in a traditional school and expected to provide both academic and 
emotional support.   
Anderson and Minke (2007) explain that there is often a difference in the ways parents 
and educators define parental involvement in traditional school, and there are many factors that 
can influence the level of parental involvement including the type of relationship with a child’s 
teacher, income level, and a parent’s personal level of self-efficacy.  The assertion of Anderson 
and Minke (2007) is partially supported by a study Chen and Chang (2011) conducted with 
elementary students whose parents had access to an online school program intended to improve 
communication between the school and parents.  The results of their study showed the parents’ 
levels of education, family income, and regular communication with teachers were directly 
related to the frequency of use in the online program and student achievement.  These results 
suggest that not only is the student/teacher relationship significant, but the parent/teacher 
relationship is as well.  These results indicate that when parents cooperate closely with teachers, 
a positive impact on student achievement may result.  This construct is also related to Litke’s 
(1998) case study results that revealed that teachers were frustrated by the lack in parental 
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involvement when students were home alone learning while a parent was at work or when 
parents did not acknowledge their responsibility in the virtual school environment, highlighting 
the perception of teachers regarding the significance of parental involvement.  Smrtnik-Vitulic 
and Zupancic (2011) conducted a study that showed a correlation between a student's grade point 
average and the student’s mother's education level, and this correlation was strongest in the 
elementary grades where students work more closely with their parents.  This connection 
between a parent’s education level and academic achievement supports the study results of Chen 
and Chang (2011).  Although Chen and Chang (2011) and Anderson and Minke (2007) also cited 
family income as a determining factor of student academic achievement, Brody, Flor, and 
Gibson (1999) concluded from their study conducted with rural single-parent families with 
elementary school children that a family’s socioeconomic status does not necessarily negatively 
impact parental involvement and student achievement.  Brody et al. (1999) determined that when 
a single mother perceived herself as possessing self-efficacy, that belief directly impacted the 
goals she set for her child, enabling her child to then set goals and attain them, promoting student 
self-efficacy and competent behavior.  These results reinforce the view of Schunk (1991) who 
explains that positive feedback and encouragement from a parent, or teacher, can increase a 
student’s self-efficacy, at least temporarily, until the student achieves a set goal.   
The literature suggests the positive, encouraging interaction a parent has with a child 
reinforces a child’s self-efficacy beliefs, and this type of parental involvement may supersede 
any financial or situational issues the family is experiencing that may otherwise negatively affect 
student achievement.  This inference is supported by Wentzel’s (1998) study that yielded results 
showing that parental involvement directly impacted the academic goals middle school students 
set for themselves.  This direct connection between parental involvement and student 
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achievement is reinforced by two separate meta-analyses performed to determine the relationship 
between parental involvement and academic achievement.  Fan and Chen (2001) focused on 
quantitative literature for their meta-analysis, and the results of their analysis showed that the 
expectations parents had for their children had the most impact on student achievement, whereas 
parental supervision had minimal impact.  This study result is particularly interesting because in 
the virtual school environment, parental supervision is viewed by many as paramount for 
adolescents learning in the home, differing from the level of parental supervision in traditional 
schooling.  Jeynes’s (2005) meta-analysis involved urban elementary students, and the results of 
the analysis showed that as Brody et al. (1999) determined, socioeconomic status did not have a 
strong impact on levels of parental involvement.  Jeynes (2005) also concluded that “…parental 
expectations and style…” (p. 262) affected student academic achievement more so than any 
specific parental activities.   
These results may or may not be replicated in a virtual school environment because 
parental activities are very different when comparing virtual and traditional school models; 
however, parental expectations could indeed be similar.  It is important to note that not everyone 
defines parental involvement similarly, which can lead to miscommunications between educators 
and families (Anderson & Minke, 2007), underscoring the need to understand how parental 
involvement is perceived in a virtual school by students, learning coaches, and teachers.   
      Curriculum design.  In addition to teacher relationships and parental involvement, the 
importance of a well-designed, meaningful online curriculum that encourages student 
engagement in educational activities should not be underestimated (Cavanaugh & Clark, 2007).  
It is important for a program to be structured in such a way that it fosters a student's self-efficacy 
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(Zimmerman et al., 1992), providing opportunities to receive regular teacher feedback, interact 
with peers, and accomplish tasks successfully.   
A study conducted by Liu and Cavanaugh (2011) showed that students who spent more 
time in their virtual high school's online learning management system performed better in their 
courses compared to those students who spent less time in the online learning management 
system.  This study highlights that although these students were enrolled in the same courses, 
students who spent more time engaged and on task were most successful academically.  The 
students who accessed the online learning management system more frequently but for shorter 
amounts of time performed worse academically than those students who accessed the system less 
frequently but for longer periods of time.  This result indicates that there is a connection between 
an engaging curriculum design and self-regulation skills, ultimately impacting a student's 
motivation to learn (Liu & Cavanaugh, 2011).   
Research suggests that multiple online tools and interactive activities are important in an 
online curriculum to support different adult learning styles (Menchaca & Bekele, 2008), and this 
engaging curriculum design may also be supportive of adolescent online learners.  Virtual high 
school teachers who participated in a study conducted by DiPietro (2010) perceived that 
providing students with multiple opportunities to engage with content and connect with teachers 
in an online program was a critical component of supporting student success online.  These 
teachers’ perceptions align with the research of Barbour and McLaren (2012), Hawkins et al. 
(2012), and Hawkins et al. (2013) who suggested that teachers may impact student academic 
achievement through their own pedagogical beliefs in a virtual program.  The need for multiple 
online tools and interactive activities is also supported by a study conducted with high school 
students who used a webcast as part of their school day, and the study results showed that while 
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using online learning for instruction was efficient, it was not as effective as traditional instruction 
when more complex tasks were required (Giannakos & Vlamos, 2013), underscoring the 
importance of understanding the needs of students in an online learning environment.   
     While teacher communication, parental involvement, and curriculum design are each 
important factors contributing to student academic achievement, the interconnectedness of these 
factors cannot be overlooked.  The researcher believes it is feasible that an effectively designed 
curriculum may provide opportunities for thoughtful teacher communication while supporting 
parents in their new role as their students’ learning coaches, enabling parents to increase their 
own personal levels of self-efficacy and in turn, positively impact their students’ self-efficacy.      
 Academic Social Support 
  This section of the Literature Review highlights the importance of supporting students’ 
emotional growth while reducing transactional distance that is prevalent in many virtual schools.  
This section also includes a discussion specifically about peer interaction and its relationship to 
self-efficacy, taking into consideration the view of Schunk (1987) who suggested that if students 
lack confidence about their abilities, having peer models for support may be more effective than 
having adult models for support.       
The literature suggests virtual schools should strive to foster peer relationships in the 
online environment, and Schunk and Hanson (1985) state that a student's self-efficacy improves 
when the student is able to observe peers successfully complete tasks in class, reinforcing the 
importance of the opportunity to collaborate with peers.  There is a valid concern that peer 
disconnection, as a result of physical distance in the virtual school environment, could 
deteriorate important peer relationships (Russell & Holkner, 2000), impacting academic 
achievement.  This concern is maintained by parents involved with virtual schooling who stated 
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in an online survey that more social interaction was needed for their adolescent children (Klein 
& Poplin, 2014).     
The level of peer interaction in a virtual enrichment program has been shown to influence 
the persistence of students when confronted with challenges in school (Frid, 2001), which 
connects to Schunk's (1991) theory that persistence is related to a student's level of self-efficacy.  
A high school student's self-efficacy can be negatively affected if the student lacks interaction in 
a virtual environment and is unable to communicate concerns or express emotions to classmates 
(Kim et al., 2014).  Some students may sense a lack of community in the virtual environment 
(Barbour & McLaren, 2012).   
Promoting a sense of community and connecting students with other students who have 
common interests is necessary in today's society to encourage students to actively participate in 
their future and engage them (Facer, 2012).  Wentzel’s (1998) study results showed that middle 
school students who perceived their peers were providing them with support then demonstrated 
prosocial behavior themselves, becoming eager to subsequently help others.  This positive 
interaction was also present in a study conducted by Barbour and Plough (2012) that provided 
students with a social networking platform within their hybrid virtual high school.  The study 
showed that students valued online interaction with their peers, discussing coursework and 
personal concerns in a safe environment where interaction was informal, while providing 
students with an opportunity for “…self expression and identity development…” (Barbour & 
Plough, 2012, p. 10).  It is feasible that middle school students may also value this type of 
interaction. 
It is important to keep in mind that although students often choose virtual schooling 
because of negative experiences such as bullying, many students still have a desire to interact 
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with their peers for social and academic purposes as well as emotional support (Barbour & 
Plough, 2012).  Promoting social interaction within a virtual program enables students to connect 
in an otherwise isolating environment. 
Summary 
The literature indicates a strong relationship exists between self-efficacy and student 
academic achievement, while highlighting the potential impact academic and social support may 
have on a student’s self-efficacy.  There are many research studies regarding traditional 
schooling whose results may be applicable to adolescent online learners, and these studies helped 
inform the research methods discussed in the following chapter.  While there may be cause and 
effect relationships among the literature cited in this section, the purpose of this study was to 
gain an understanding of how each of the research streams relates to student academic 
achievement in a virtual school from the perspectives of those living the experience, rather than 
define the relationship that exists among the research streams themselves.   
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Chapter 3 – Research Methodology 
Introduction 
 Student enrollment continues to increase in fully online K-12 virtual schools (virtual 
school) even though there is little understanding of the characteristics of and supports needed by 
adolescent virtual school students (Cavanaugh et al., 2009).  Current research focuses mostly on 
secondary and higher education virtual school students, creating a dearth of information 
regarding the adolescent virtual school student.  The education community is recently 
recognizing the importance of understanding adolescent virtual school students (Rice, 2009) and 
the types of supports that promote academic achievement in the virtual school model.  The 
purpose of this study was to explore middle school student success in a Pennsylvania virtual 
school and to gain an in-depth understanding of what contributes to the academic achievement of 
these specific adolescent online learners through the perceptions of middle school teachers, 
students, and their learning coaches.  The fundamental questions of this research study are: 
Central Question:  What learner characteristics, academic supports, and academic social 
supports do middle school teachers, students, and their learning coaches perceive as 
contributing to student academic achievement in a fully online virtual school?   
Question 1:  What learner characteristics do middle school teachers, students, and their 
learning coaches perceive as contributing to student academic achievement? 
Question 2:  What academic supports do middle school teachers, students, and their 
learning coaches perceive as contributing to student academic achievement?  
Question 3:  What academic social supports do middle school teachers, students, and 
their learning coaches perceive as contributing to student academic achievement?  
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This chapter provides an overview of the research design and rationale for this study and 
details the research methods utilized while conducting this study.  A description of this study’s 
population, participants, and site is included in this chapter.  An explanation of ethical 
considerations related to this study is also presented in this chapter.        
Research Design and Rationale 
A qualitative research design was used for this study to explore the phenomenon of 
adolescent online learner academic achievement and the related perceptions held by virtual 
middle school teachers, students, and their learning coaches.  The case study approach disclosed 
different perceptions (Creswell, 2012) through open-ended questioning, making the qualitative 
research design ideal for addressing the research questions posited in this study.  Merriam (2009) 
explains that qualitative research is suitable when a researcher is “…interested in understanding 
how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they 
attribute to their experiences” (p.5), and when “…there is a lack of theory or an existing theory 
fails to adequately explain a phenomenon” (p. 15).  The literature reviewed for this study 
highlights an existing gap in research regarding adolescent online learners and clearly identifies 
the need for research involving adolescent virtual school students.  A qualitative research design 
enabled the researcher to collect and analyze data as it emerged, ultimately contributing to the 
literature and potentially influencing the practices of families, educators, and administrators 
involved in the virtual school model.          
  The researcher chose a case study design because it is most appropriate when a 
researcher “…investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the “case”) in depth and within its real-
world context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be 
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clearly evident” (Yin, 2014, p. 16).  The contemporary nature of the research problem makes a 
case study preferred for this qualitative research study, and the relationship among middle school 
teachers, students, and their learning coaches in a virtual school model is a unique real-world 
context since the online learning occurs in residences via the Internet.  The case study design 
used in this study was exploratory, and Yin (2014) explains that an exploratory case study is apt 
when a researcher asks “what,” “how,” and “why” questions with the intention of obtaining 
information that will lead to further research on the topic.  The research questions guiding this 
study reflect this type of inquiry.   
Site and Population 
Population Description 
The population of this bounded case study included middle school students enrolled in a 
virtual school (KVS, a pseudonym for the research site) in Pennsylvania, the supervising adult 
(learning coach) in each residence during school hours, and middle school teachers employed at 
the same school.  KVS is a Title 1 public charter school whose enrollment is diverse, with an 
estimated 8,500 students enrolled in grades K-12 who reside throughout Pennsylvania.  
Approximately 50 percent of those students are considered economically disadvantaged.  Refer 
to Figure 2 for an illustration of the student population at KVS.   The elementary grades at KVS 
include kindergarten through fifth grade, the middle school grades include grades six through 
eight, and the high school grades include grades nine through twelve.  The teachers employed at 
KVS are considered highly qualified as defined by the Pennsylvania Department of Education, 
and teachers instruct via the Internet either from their homes or from one of the several school 
offices located throughout Pennsylvania.   
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Figure 2.  Ethnicity of student population.  This figure illustrates an approximation of the ethnicity of students enrolled at KVS during 
the 2013-14 school year (Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2015).     
 
Purposive sampling (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009) was utilized to determine which 
students, learning coaches, and teachers to invite to participate in this study.  Purposive sampling 
was the most appropriate sampling strategy for this study since participants were required to 
meet certain criteria for inclusion in this study, enabling the researcher to “…select a sample 
from which the most can be learned” (Merriam, 2009, p. 77).  The researcher established the 
main criteria for student eligibility based on the ways in which KVS distinguishes student 
academic achievement via gradebook average and how the Pennsylvania Department of 
Education recognizes students as proficient at their grade level.  Students, learning coaches, and 
teachers deemed eligible for participation in this study met all of the following criteria outlined 
in Table 1. 
 
 
Population Description
White
Black/African American
Hispanic (any race)
Multi-racial 
Asian
American Indian/Alaskan
Native/Native Hawaiian/Pacific
Islander
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Table 1 
Participant Criteria for Exploratory Case Study 
Participant Eligibility Criteria 
Student Currently enrolled in the general curriculum in either grade 6, 7, or 8 in KVS and enrolled for a minimum of two 
consecutive years prior to the current school year.   
Scored either proficient or advanced in English Language Arts and Math on the most recent Pennsylvania System of 
Schools Assessments (PSSA) standardized tests. 
Overall current gradebook average is 80% or greater and resides within approximately 100 miles of the researcher’s 
residence. 
The student is not currently enrolled in the researcher’s sixth grade class. 
The student does not have an active Individualized Education Plan. 
Learning Coach Designated as the student’s learning coach or primary caretaker by the site.   
Teacher Currently a teacher in the general curriculum in either grade 6, 7, or 8 in KVS; preferably the teacher of record for either 
English Language Arts, Math, or Science classes, but not required.   
Must be deemed a satisfactory teacher by his/her supervisor and employed at KVS for a minimum of three years, including 
the current school year. 
 
The sample size planned for this study was between four and eight students and their 
learning coaches.  Creswell (2013) suggests for case studies, a researcher should “…not include 
more than 4 or 5 case studies in a single study.  This number should provide ample opportunity 
to identify themes of the cases as well as conduct cross-case theme analysis” (p. 157).  Since it 
was not the intent of this study to perform statistical analysis (Merriam, 2009) or yield results 
with an excessive degree of certainty (Yin, 2014), the sample size reached was appropriate for 
the exploratory purpose of this study.  Eight students and their learning coaches participated in 
this study via direct observations and one-on-one interviews.  The teacher sample size planned 
for the online focus group was between six and ten teachers.  Merriam (2009) suggests a focus 
group should include six to ten participants.  Nine teachers participated in this study.        
Site Description  
 The virtual school involved in this study is referred to as KVS (pseudonym), a tuition-
free, public virtual charter school located in Pennsylvania, serving students residing throughout 
Pennsylvania in grades K-12.  KVS is one of the leaders in Pennsylvania regarding virtual school 
student enrollment, and enrollment has continued to increase each school year since the school 
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was first founded more than a decade ago.  The virtual school model at KVS positions the 
student as the focal point in the school’s support structure that includes highly qualified teachers, 
learning coaches, and an academic online curriculum.  Students enrolled at KVS receive 100% of 
their education via the internet, and the school provides students with textbooks and other 
academic supplies needed to complete coursework.  Each student is provided with a laptop 
computer and a headset, unless the family waives the option for this technology, and each family 
is also offered a printer/scanner.  In addition to the general curriculum and elective courses, KVS 
offers students the opportunity to participate in teacher-led clubs and activities, some of which 
meet in person periodically.  Field trips are regularly scheduled across Pennsylvania to promote 
educational concepts and social interaction among families, students, and teachers.  
 The research conducted for this study occurred in residences, most of which were the 
homes of the student and learning coach participants.  It is because of this that there are varying 
descriptions for each research location.  The teacher participants participated in one online focus 
group meeting, which occurred online via the researcher’s virtual classroom rather than at a 
physical site location.  These teachers were located either at home or in one of the school offices 
at the time of the online focus group interview.           
Site Access 
 The researcher is currently a teacher at KVS and has full access to the Education 
Management System (EMS), which includes student records, demographic information, access 
to virtual classrooms, and internal email (webmail).  A written request to conduct research at 
KVS was submitted to the Director of Human Resources in August 2015.  This formal 
documentation will not be included as an appendix to maintain the confidentiality of the 
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organization.  The researcher subsequently conferenced via telephone with the Chief Executive 
Officer (CEO), Chief Operations Officer (COO), Director of Human Resources, Director of 
Administrative Services, and Director of Student Learning to discuss this study.  The researcher 
received written approval from the CEO to conduct research at KVS.  The researcher also 
received formal approval to conduct this study through Drexel University’s Internal Review 
Board (IRB) prior to commencing research activities. 
Informed consent was required for each learning coach involved in this case study (refer 
to Appendix A for consent form), and a signed assent form (refer to Appendix B for assent form) 
was required for each student participant.  The consent and assent forms provided permission for 
the researcher to conduct a home visit with students and their learning coaches, which includes 
conducting in-person observations, one-on-one interviews, and any necessary follow-up 
discussions.  Permission to use a recording device during interviews and obtain original or copies 
of artifacts or documents during each home visit was also included on the consent and assent 
forms.  Informed consent was required for each teacher involved in this case study.  The consent 
form addressed permission for the researcher to include teachers in an online focus group 
interview and conduct any necessary follow-up discussions (refer to Appendix C for consent 
form).    
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Research Methods 
This case study design included information sources recommended by Yin (2014) for 
case study data collection:  archived records, documents, direct observations and interviews, and 
physical artifacts.   
Description of Each Method Used 
Archived records review.  Yin (2014) suggests the strengths of an archived records 
review include the ability to review information repeatedly and over any span of time, 
and the nature of this data collection activity is unobtrusive to study participants.  The 
researcher conducted an archived records review at the onset of this study, using the EMS 
to determine participant eligibility for involvement in this study.  The researcher also 
conducted an archived records review to obtain demographic information, attendance 
records, gradebook information, and frequency of communication between students, 
learning coaches, and teachers.  Information obtained via the archived records review was 
maintained in a records review log for each student participant for reference as needed by 
the researcher (refer to Appendix D for archived records review template)     
Direct Observations.  Direct observations are a critical component to this case study 
design because this source of evidence provides information that directly relates to the 
context of this study (Yin, 2014).  In-person observations of the student participants and 
learning coach participants began once signed consent and assent forms were received by 
the researcher.  The researcher scheduled the in-person observations via the telephone 
and webmail, based on the availability and preference of the learning coach participants.  
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The researcher objectively observed the student and learning coach participants for 
approximately three hours on a single school day.  This time allotment is more than half 
of a school day since the general attendance requirement at KVS is five hours each day.  
The researcher observed the interaction between the student, learning coach, and teachers 
when applicable, in addition to any school-related activities.  The observation notes were 
documented on a standard form used for each study participant observed by the 
researcher (refer to Appendix E for observation notes template).  The observation notes 
were used to supplement each one-on-one interview.     
Interviews.  The researcher conducted semi-structured interviews during each home visit 
following the in-person observation conducted that same day by the researcher.  The 
student and learning coach participants were interviewed separately, with each interview 
lasting approximately 30 minutes in length.  These semi-structured interviews provided 
insight into the perceptions (Yin, 2014) of each student participant and learning coach 
participant, providing information directly linked to each research question posited in this 
case study.  Each interview protocol included a combination of questions that addressed 
self-efficacy, academic support, and academic social support.  The researcher was 
influenced by Corry and Stella (2012) who suggested researchers develop a framework 
for researching online K-12 programs that addresses learners, teachers, materials, 
delivery, methodology, evaluation, and administration.  The researcher incorporated key 
concepts from this framework into the interview questions for both the learning coach 
interview protocol (refer to Appendix F for protocol) and student interview protocol 
(refer to Appendix G for protocol).  Specifically regarding the student interview protocol, 
the researcher was influenced by Schunk (1995), who stated that students’ perceptions of 
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themselves, teachers, parents, peers, and their learning environment can impact their self-
efficacy, and the Children’s Self-Efficacy Scale developed by Albert Bandura (Urdan & 
Pajares, 2006).  The researcher also reflected on the virtual school model at KVS to 
personalize the interview questions in both protocols, with the intent that each protocol 
mirrors similar topics and questions.  Each interview was recorded using an audio 
recorder.  The researcher conducted a pilot test (Creswell, 2012) of all interview 
questions as part of her graduate coursework requirements to ensure clarity of the 
questions (refer to Appendix H for summary). 
Document and artifact analysis.  The researcher planned to collect and/or log relevant 
documents and artifacts provided by the student and learning coach participants either 
during the home visit or at any time throughout the data collection stage of the case 
study.  Examples of relevant documents and artifacts may have included, but were not 
limited to, charts, calendars, schedules, graphic organizers, and personal 
communications.  This source of evidence was intended to provide insight into specific 
academic practices or other activities supporting student academic achievement in a real-
world context (refer to Appendix I for artifact log template).  The researcher obtained one 
artifact from a learning coach participant during a home visit.  The artifact is described in 
the household’s narrative in the following chapter, therefore it is not included as an 
additional appendix.   
Focus group interview.  The online focus group interview enabled the researcher to 
learn about the views and experiences of teacher participants employed at KVS, yielding 
information directly related to the research questions.  The online focus group interview 
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protocol (refer Appendix J for protocol) was created to reflect the topics addressed on 
both the student and learning coach protocols and enabled the researcher to compare and 
contrast responses from each participant.  The researcher’s online classroom was utilized 
for the focus group interview, and each participant was given a pseudonym upon entry 
into the virtual classroom to maintain confidentiality when responding.  Teacher 
participants had an option to use their microphones to speak during the focus group 
interview; however, all of the questions were structured so answers could also be 
provided in writing via a discussion pod.  All of the teacher participants chose to type 
their responses to the interview questions in the discussion pod.  The online focus group 
interview was recorded using the Adobe program that supports the virtual classroom.  
Refer to Table 2 for a visual illustrating how the interview protocol questions and 
research methods relate to the research questions guiding this study. 
Table 2 
Relativeness of Research Questions and Research Methods Used 
Research Question Research Method Relation to Interview Questions 
What learner characteristics do middle school 
teachers, students, and their learning coaches 
perceive as contributing to student academic 
achievement? 
 Observations 
 Semi-structured interviews 
 Online focus group interview 
 Archived online records review 
S1, S2, S3, S4, S5, S6, S7, S8, S13, S14, S15, 
S16, S17, S18, S19, S20, S21, S22, S23, S24, 
S25, L1, L2, L3, L4, L5, L6, L7, L8, L9, L13, 
L16, L18, L19, L20, L21, L22, L23, L25, T1, 
T2, T3, T4, T13, T17  
What academic supports do middle school 
teachers, students, and their learning coaches 
perceive as contributing to student academic 
achievement?  
 Observations 
 Semi-structured interviews 
 Online focus group interview 
 Document/artifact review  
 
 
S1, S2, S3, S7, S8, S9, S10, S11, S12, S13, 
S15, S16, S17, S21, S23, S24, S25, L1, L2, 
L3, L5, L7, L8, L9, L10, L11, L12, L13, L14, 
L15, L16, L17, L21, L23, L24, L25, T4, T5, 
T6, T7, T8, T9, T10, T12, T13, T14, T15, 
T16, T17 
What academic social support supports do 
middle school teachers, students, and their 
learning coaches perceive as contributing to 
student academic achievement? 
 Observations 
 Semi-structured interviews 
 Online focus group interview 
 
S1, S2, S3, S6, S7, S8, S13, S16, S17, S18, 
S19, S20, S21, S23, S24, S25, L1, L2, L3, 
L7, L8, L13, L16, L18, L19, L20, L21, L23, 
L24, L25, T4, T7, T8, T10, T11, T12, T13, 
T14, T16, T17 
Note: S = student interview protocol and corresponding question; L=learning coach interview protocol and corresponding question; T= teacher 
interview protocol and corresponding question. 
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Data Analysis Procedures  
 The goal of this case study was to explore and describe middle school student academic 
achievement in a virtual school, resulting in evidence that would be descriptive in nature.  The 
direct observations, semi-structured interviews, and online focus group interview were 
considered the primary sources of descriptive evidence in this case study, while the review of 
records, documents, and artifacts were intended to provide supplemental data.  The researcher 
used the pattern matching data analysis technique described by Yin (2014) for case studies when 
there is a desire to match study results to a previously existing pattern identified prior to 
conducting the research.  The researcher created a conceptual framework based on categories 
identified by Rice (2006) as impacting student success in a virtual school prior to conducting 
research for this case study.  The researcher referred to the conceptual framework while coding 
in vivo evidence to align the themes emerging from this study’s results with the conceptual 
framework and literature.  Yin (2014) states that matching emerging patterns with predicted 
patterns will support the internal validity of the case study.  Pattern matching also aligns with 
developing naturalistic generalizations, which are “…generalizations that people can learn from 
the case either for themselves or to apply to a population of cases” (Creswell, 2013, p. 200).      
The researcher used deductive coding in which provisional codes already identified based 
on a preliminary investigation of the topic are used (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014).  The 
provisional codes were the research streams in the conceptual framework:  learner 
characteristics, academic support, and academic social support.  The researcher conducted a 
second cycle of subcoding (Miles et al., 2014) within the observations, semi-structured 
interviews, and the online focus group interview with the intent of developing detailed categories 
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(Creswell, 2013) directly related to the research questions and context of this study, in addition 
to documenting inductive codes that emerged.  The researcher did not conduct a descriptive 
coding of any records, documents, or artifacts since only one artifact was obtained.  The data 
obtained through the coding process was interpreted by the researcher and presented using a 
combination of narrative text and tables (Creswell, 2013).  Refer to Table 3 for an illustration of 
the strategies used in this study to ensure reliability and validity of this case study based on Yin’s 
(2014) recommendation for assessing the quality of qualitative research studies.     
Table 3 
Tests for Ensuring Validity and Reliability of Qualitative Research 
Test Case Study Tactic Utilized Phase of Research 
Construct validity  Multiple sources of evidence 
 Committee members will 
review draft dissertation 
Phases 1, 2, and 3 
Internal Validity  Pattern matching Phases 2 and 3 
External Validity  Use of a conceptual 
framework to guide the case 
study 
Phases 1, 2, and 3 
Reliability  Use of protocols Phases 1 and 2 
Note:  The format and content of this table was adapted by the researcher based on Yin (2014).   
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Stages of Data Collection 
 Data collection for this study occurred in three phases.  The proposed timeline for the 
data collection process is illustrated below in Figure 3.  The first phase of data collection 
 
Figure 3.  Proposed Timeline.  This figure illustrates the proposed stages of data collection and analysis for this study. 
 
commenced subsequent to Drexel University’s IRB approval in October 2015.  The researcher 
notified the Director of Administrative services at KVS to begin the determination of participant 
eligibility for this study.  The Director of Administrative services at KVS instructed an employee 
of that department to provide the researcher with a spreadsheet listing PSSA state testing 
information for the sixth, seventh, and eighth grade students at KVS who met the criteria set 
forth in this study for minimum PSSA scores achieved during the 2014-15 school year and the 
minimum length of enrollment requirement.  The researcher used random number generation to 
identify potential study participants using the RANDBETWEEN function in Excel, subsequently 
sorting the numbers in ascending order.  Once the information was sorted, the researcher used 
the EMS at KVS to review each student’s archived records information, including current 
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gradebook average, the location of residence, and whether or not any of the students had an 
active Individual Education Plan (IEP).  Students whose gradebook average was equal to or 
greater than 80%, whose residence was within approximately 100 miles of the researcher’s 
residence, and who did not have an active IEP were deemed eligible to participate in this study. 
     An invitation to participate in this study was sent via webmail by the researcher to the 
designated learning coach of selected students (refer to Appendix K for invitation template).  The 
webmail invitations were sent according to the ascending order of the random numbers generated 
on the spreadsheet, and this process occurred over several days.  Any learning coach who replied 
to the invitation through webmail was sent a webmail response requesting a telephone 
conference to discuss this study further.  Any learning coach who replied to the invitation by 
telephone received a return telephone call.  Consent and assent forms were mailed to each 
household.  Completed and signed consent and assent forms were returned to the researcher via 
United States Postal Service (USPS), and postage paid envelopes were provided by the 
researcher.  The researcher also accepted consent and assent forms in person prior to conducting 
the observation and in-person interviews.  
Concurrently, the researcher began to plan the online focus group interview with the 
teacher participants.  The researcher contacted the middle school Assistant Principals at KVS via 
webmail and provided them with a description of this study and the eligibility criteria for teacher 
participants.  The researcher requested that each middle school Assistant Principal recommend 
five teachers who met this study’s criteria.  The researcher then contacted each teacher via 
webmail to formally invite each teacher to participate in this study, according to the preference 
of subject taught (refer to Appendix L for teacher invitation template).  The researcher provided 
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a consent form via webmail to each teacher who replied expressing interest in participating in 
this study.  The teachers were sent consent forms via webmail in the same order in which they 
replied indicating interest in this study.  Completed and signed consent forms were scanned and 
returned to the researcher via internal email, and the original forms were returned to the 
researcher via USPS.  Postage-paid envelopes were provided by the researcher. 
 The second phase of data collection involved conducting the home visits, conducting the 
online focus group, and transcribing and coding the observations and interviews.  The researcher 
scheduled each home visit according to the day and time preference of the learning coach 
participant in each household.  Each home visit occurred during a school day, Monday through 
Friday, between the hours of 8:00 a.m. and 3:00 p.m.  The total time spent in the home for each 
visit did not exceed five hours. 
 The researcher introduced herself upon arriving to each household and explained again 
the plan for the in-person observation and semi-structured interviews.  The researcher 
determined, along with the learning coach participant and student participant, the most 
appropriate location for the researcher’s observation to ensure the researcher could effectively 
and directly observe daily school-related activities.  The researcher objectively observed the 
learning coach participant and student participant in each household, rather than assuming a 
participant-observer role, to control for researcher bias (Yin, 2014) and to reduce the impact on 
the daily activities in the household.  The semi-structured interviews were conducted following 
the observation, and the researcher discussed with the learning coach participant who to 
interview first.  The researcher interviewed the learning coach participant and student participant 
separately; however, both participants were permitted to be present in the area during the 
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interviews if the interviews were conducted in the household’s shared learning area.  The 
researcher followed the semi-structured interview protocols and recorded each interview with an 
audio recorder.  The researcher allotted time for any questions towards the end of the home visit 
and thanked the learning coach participant and student participant for their valuable time.  The 
researcher reminded the participants that she may call with follow-up questions after organizing 
and analyzing data, and the researcher encouraged the participants to contact her with any 
additional information they would like to share related to this study.  The researcher provided the 
learning coach participant and student participant with a gift card valued at fifteen dollars each as 
an expression of gratitude for their involvement in this study.  The researcher repeated this home 
visit plan for each home visit.  The researcher utilized a transcription service, Landmark 
Associates, Inc., to transcribe each interview.  The researcher proofread each transcription and 
checked each transcription for accuracy against each audio recording.  The researcher coded the 
transcriptions once all interviews were complete. 
 The researcher scheduled a sixty-minute time slot for the online focus group in her virtual 
classroom, which is an Adobe program, during a regular school day.  The researcher provided 
each teacher participant with a pseudonym upon entrance into the virtual classroom to ensure 
confidentiality.  The researcher followed the online focus group interview protocol, presenting 
each interview question in written form while also reading each question aloud.  The researcher 
facilitated the online discussion among the teacher participants and used a combination of 
written responses and verbal clarifications to address any questions that arose or to prompt 
teachers for additional information.  The researcher gave teacher participants the option of either 
responding verbally or writing each answer into a discussion pod in the virtual classroom.  All of 
the teachers chose to write their responses in the discussion pod, providing the teacher 
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participants with anonymity in addition to confidentiality.  The researcher recorded the online 
focus group interview using the recording feature in the Adobe program.  The researcher printed 
the written responses provided by the teachers to serve as the interview transcriptions.  The 
researcher mailed a fifteen-dollar gift card to each teacher participant to express gratitude for 
participating in this study.  
 The third phase of data collection involved the completion of coding observations and 
interviews from the second phase of data collection and collating and organizing any data 
gathered for analysis at that point in the study.  The researcher deemed it was not necessary to 
contact any study participants for follow-up questions.  All electronic data related to this study is 
secured on an encrypted password-protected flash drive, which will be stored in a locked safe 
along with any paper documents obtained during this study.  All electronic data is backed up on a 
password protected computer in an encrypted password protected SharePoint program.            
Ethical Considerations 
 Qualitative research focuses on learning the views and perspectives of study participants 
while using protocols to obtain data during observations and interviews (Creswell, 2012).  The 
qualitative research design required the researcher to interact synchronously with the study 
participants.  It was essential to respect the study participants and the observation sites by 
making certain there was minimal interference with educational activities during the data 
collection process (Creswell, 2012).  The researcher ensured study participants fully understood 
that their participation in this study was voluntary.   
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The researcher ensured the information obtained during the data collection process was in 
compliance with the informed consent and assent agreements signed by the study participants.  
Pseudonyms were utilized when referring to the research site and participants to ensure 
confidentiality.  The researcher protected the privacy of each study participant by ensuring the 
information obtained through observations and interviews was coded and remains confidential 
(Creswell, 2012) and secure on a password protected computer in an encrypted password 
protected SharePoint program and on an encrypted password protected flash drive in a secure 
locked safe, along with paper documents.  All information obtained throughout the duration of 
this study was retained according to the requirements of Drexel University’s IRB.  Any data 
obtained from student participants will be retained by the primary investigator at Drexel 
University for 7 years after the last student participant turns 18 years old. The researcher 
provided the Drexel University IRB with the required forms needed for approval of this study 
and addressed any concerns raised throughout the approval process.   The researcher has 
complied with any and all requirements set forth for this study by KVS and the Drexel 
University IRB.  
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Chapter 4: Findings, Results and Interpretations 
Introduction 
This chapter is organized into three main sections:  Findings, Results and Interpretations, 
and Summary.  The Findings section of this chapter highlights the data obtained by the 
researcher through an archived records review of student and teacher participants, household 
participant observations and interviews, and an online teacher focus group.  The data presented 
in the Findings section includes participant demographic information, descriptive narratives, and 
data summary tables.  The Results and Interpretations section of this chapter includes an 
illustration of the coding procedure and a discussion of the emergent common themes as they 
relate to the research problem and the literature reviewed for this study.  The last section of this 
chapter, the Summary, includes a synopsis of both the findings and results of this study. 
Findings 
Household Participants 
The researcher conducted in-home observations and in-person interviews with eight 
participant households, including a student participant and a learning coach participant in each 
household.  The researcher conducted the in-home observation first in each household, followed 
by the in-person interviews.  The in-person interviews were conducted separately with each 
student participant and learning coach participant in each household.  The researcher followed 
the interview protocols included in Appendices F and G.  The student participants were sixth and 
eighth grade students; no learning coaches whose students were enrolled in seventh grade 
accepted their invitation to participate in this study.  To establish a comprehensive profile for 
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each student participant, the researcher conducted an archived records review using the 
Education Management System (EMS) at the research site, KVS (a pseudonym).  The student 
profile information obtained for each student participant includes current grade level, current 
age, gender, year of enrollment at KVS, whether or not the student participant has been retained 
in school, and results from the Pennsylvania System of Schools Assessment (PSSA) standardized 
tests for the school year 2014-15.  The researcher also included each student pseudonym created 
for this study.  The student profile information is illustrated in Table 4.  The student criteria 
established for this study is previously included in Table 1.  
Table 4 
Student Participant Profile Information 
 
    Participant Pseudonym 
 
Grade                      Age                       Gender                 Enrollment Year           Retention      Standardized Scores              
Alisa 8 13 Female 2008 No  ELA* – Advanced  
Math - Proficient 
Math - Proficient Brendan 6 12 Male 2009 No ELA – Proficient 
Math - Proficient 
Charlotte 6 11 Female 2013 No ELA – Proficient 
Math - Advanced 
Dhara 8 13 Female 2008 No ELA – Proficient 
Math - Proficient 
Eric 6 11 Male 2010 No ELA – Proficient 
Math - Proficient 
Faith 6 11 Female 2013 No ELA – Proficient 
Math – Proficient 
Gregory 8 14 Male 2007 No ELA – Proficient 
Math - Proficient 
Helene 6 11 Female 2009 No ELA – Proficient  
Math - Proficient 
Note.  Profile information was obtained from an archived records review using the education management system at KVS.  The standardized test 
results for each student are from the Pennsylvania System of Schools Assessments reported results for the school year 2014-15.  None of the 
students have active Individualized Education Plans.  
* The ELA acronym refers to the English Language Arts state standardized test.  
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  Participant Household 1:  Adamski Family Narrative 
 Participant Household 1 is a family of five, including a mother, father, and three children. 
This household is referred to as the “Adamski” family. The researcher interviewed and observed 
Mrs. “Adamski” and “Alisa” (13 years old) as participants in this study.  Mrs. Adamski is the 
primary learning coach in the household for all three children who are enrolled as students at 
KVS.  Alisa is a middle school student who is currently enrolled in the eighth grade at KVS. 
 The Adamski family resides in the Lehigh Valley region of eastern Pennsylvania in a 
small urban city.  The Adamski family lives in an historic row home consisting of a kitchen and 
a living and dining area on the first floor, sleeping accommodations on the second floor, and a 
third floor that is arranged solely as the learning area for the students.  The learning area is a 
quiet space with a seating area that includes a sofa and a rug, an open space with a large table 
and chairs, bookshelves, and desks for the students. School supplies, a printer, and various books 
line the shelves, and there is a telephone located in this learning area for students to use.   
 Alisa has been enrolled at KVS since kindergarten, and she has not attended any other 
public school besides KVS.  Mrs. Adamski explained that her eldest child originally attended a 
traditional bricks and mortar school for a couple of years, but as she stated, “He really didn’t 
learn, and honestly, there was problems between the teacher and principal” that negatively 
impacted their experience at that public school.  Friends of theirs were enrolled in KVS, which 
prompted the Adamski’s to make the change to virtual schooling, although the change occurred a 
bit sooner than they had anticipated due to the noted situation.  Since then, all the children in the 
Adamski household have attended KVS.  Mrs. Adamski stated that one major benefit of virtual 
schooling is how it allows students to focus on academics, and she elaborated, explaining how 
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“…the concept is learning... it’s academics, but it’s not athletics, so they don’t have to worry 
about who’s more important, who wear what clothes, who lives on what street, who has a parent 
that’s a professor….with all of that removed, the student can learn.”  Alisa seemed to share Mrs. 
Adamski’s viewpoint when she stated that a benefit of attending a virtual school is that she can 
learn more, and she said she also enjoys the flexibility of the virtual school program.   
Mrs. Adamski described Alisa as a good student, explaining, “She loves to work. She’s a 
hard worker. When it comes to learning, she’s very good at it.” The attributes Mrs. Adamski 
used to describe Alisa included a love of learning and being social, and she explained that these 
traits are “… just her personality.”  Alisa echoed Mrs. Adamski’s sentiment by describing herself 
as someone who enjoys learning and strives to do well in school.  The researcher observed Alisa 
while attending a virtual class.  She participated regularly during the session, responding to the 
teacher and her classmates by promptly typing into an online discussion pod, reinforcing the 
notion that she enjoys learning and being sociable.  The researcher also observed Alisa while 
completing her online lessons, and it was apparent that she was being thorough while completing 
her lessons by double checking her work, clicking on various links embedded within the online 
lesson intended for instruction or enrichment, using the Internet to search for additional 
information to aid in lesson completion, using her textbooks as a resource, and revising 
previously submitted work after receiving teacher feedback.  Alisa also periodically checked her 
online gradebook for updated grades, which is also evidence of her desire to do well in school.   
Although Alisa is a sociable middle school student, Mrs. Adamski explained how it is not 
a priority of hers for Alisa to interact with her virtual school classmates because “she has a life” 
outside of school, and at times this year the interaction in the virtual classroom was competitive, 
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which caused Alisa to sometimes feel pressured and stressed. This led to Alisa feeling frustrated, 
and Mrs. Adamski explained that the students in her virtual classes recognized Alisa as a strong 
student and depended on her to take on the majority of the work assigned to her group.  Mrs. 
Adamski said she suggested Alisa stop going to the virtual classes for a period of time so she 
could focus on herself.  Despite this experience, Alisa said she enjoys interacting with and 
receiving feedback from classmates in the virtual classroom when she is assigned to what she 
considered to be a good group of students.  Alisa explained, “I do like to be at home during the 
day, but I also like to be able to see other people at the same time.”  Alisa also stated that the 
separation between friends in school and friends out of school is something she prefers.  Alisa 
said, “… I don’t have to worry about anyone being mean in school or something. I could still 
have my friends that I know.”  
Mrs. Adamski described the daily school routine in the household as one that could differ 
each day. The students in the household range from first grade to high school, and she explained 
that her students may need her at different times during the day for different reasons, or there 
may be days when she needs to run errands.  Routine is important in this household, but as Mrs. 
Adamski said, “There’s always an adjustment.  The goal is if we could keep this same pattern for 
them even if I’m not here, they are okay. I still have to check their work. I still have to talk to 
them, even if I can’t open up that planner to see what the older two have. I have to make sure 
that I’m aware of what’s going on so that we can discuss it throughout the day.”  Mrs. Adamski 
also shared that she has no concerns about Alisa completing her lessons each day because she 
always completes her work, and at times Alisa even helps her mother by assisting her younger 
brother with some of his school assignments.  Alisa rarely has overdue lessons, and as she stated, 
“Really, rarely I’ll have something overdue because I hate having lessons overdue.” Alisa 
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described herself as feeling confident about being able to complete all of her lessons within the 
day, and she is also cognizant of how to prioritize her lessons to help her complete them 
successfully each day.  Alisa stated, “Well, I like to do the lessons I have a [short assessment] or 
an easier assignment first. Then I move on to [projects] or tests. I guess it helps me to know, 
okay, so if I have a big [project] that’s holding me up for a long time, at least I have everything 
else out of the way.”  
Mrs. Adamski encourages Alisa to use available resources throughout the school day. She 
suggests Alisa use her textbooks often, because as Mrs. Adamski stated, “It’s very important that 
they don’t just sit there and watch a computer screen. They have to read it in a book.” Mrs. 
Adamski believes students learn best when they utilize more than just one of their senses.  The 
researcher noted during the observation that Alisa utilized various resources during her lesson 
completion, such as textbooks, notebooks, and instructional videos embedded in the online 
lessons.  Alisa views virtual classes as a resource, and she explained that she always attends the 
math classes because she recognizes she needs support in that subject.  Alisa will also attend a 
virtual class if there is a review of an assessment or project that she needs to complete. 
  Alisa is comfortable sending webmails to her teachers via the EMS if she has questions, 
and she explained that she speaks with her teachers fairly regularly via the telephone.  Both Mrs. 
Adamski and Alisa indicated they are comfortable utilizing the EMS and computers each day as 
part of the virtual school program. The researcher observed Alisa typing at a fast pace and 
toggling between different windows on her laptop screen, which is evidence that she is indeed 
comfortable with using the computer. Alisa explained that she is able to troubleshoot any 
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computer issues herself, and she has not needed to contact the school’s technical support 
department for assistance in quite some time. 
   Mrs. Adamski and Alisa both have an understanding of how Alisa learns best and the 
types of activities that support her academic growth.  Alisa explained that the virtual classes, 
especially in math, are important to her academic success at school.  Mrs. Adamski agreed with 
this view, particularly when teachers use their web cameras during the virtual classes, because 
then students are using more than one sense - they are hearing and seeing.  She also believes 
Alisa’s relationships with her teachers definitely contribute to her academic growth because as 
she said, “They’re not abstract to her.  They’re not just a computer face, like a TV program.  
They’re real….You could still have a real foundation and a personality, even though you’re not 
sitting with that person.”  Alisa also recognizes that instructional videos help her a great deal, 
and she and Mrs. Adamski both specifically mentioned BrainPOP as her favorite type of video. 
Alisa explained that the videos “teach things in a fun way that I can understand, too.”  Alisa also 
attributed some of her academic success in school to what she has learned outside of school from 
independent reading and interaction with her friends. 
While Mrs. Adamski cited the length of time it takes to build a trusting relationship 
between the family and teachers as a challenge associated with virtual schooling, she stated there 
is not much she would change about the program at KVS to better support Alisa.  Even though 
Mrs. Adamski believes more virtual class instruction for all subjects starting in the lower grades 
would ultimately benefit middle school students, she believes that a strong sense of family has 
been important to Alisa’s academic success at KVS.  This sense of family includes open 
discussion about school work, having a family atmosphere in the household, eating dinner and 
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reading nightly together as a family, and fostering a peaceful home environment.  Mrs. Adamski 
stated, “You can’t learn in an environment where there’s strife.  You can’t learn in an 
environment where there’s tons of fighting and arguments.”  Mrs. Adamski explained, regarding 
her children, that she and her husband “…definitely instill in them to use their education to 
benefit them in the future” and “just the goals of doing well, but it’s who you are as a person.”  
The researcher asked Alisa what advice she might give to a new student at KVS, and she 
suggested any new student attend virtual classes, learn in an environment that enables you to 
focus on your work, but be able to be flexible.  She summed up her advice by stating, “You want 
to be comfortable ‘cause then you can be more comfortable learning, too.”   Refer to Table 5 for 
a synopsis of highlighted in vivo evidence from the Adamski household as it relates to learner 
characteristics, Table 6 as it relates to academic support, and Table 7 as it relates to academic 
social support.   
VIRTUAL MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENT ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 66   
 
 
Table 5 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Learner Characteristics in the Adamski Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Learner Characteristics 
For the purpose of this study, learner characteristics is defined as personal attributes or skills (Rice, 2006) that a student may possess or 
demonstrate in an online environment, and a student’s ability to regulate learning (Schunk, 1991), potentially impacting academic 
achievement.  
 Participant Perspectives 
 
Learning Coach Interview 
Attributes 
- “She [student] loves to work.  She’s a hard worker.  When it comes to learning, she’s very good at it.” 
- Referring to student’s ability to complete lessons.  “It’s done.  No question.” 
- “She [student] is [a visual learner], but she also reads well and comprehends well.” 
- “It does help her [student] to interact with the kids, but sometimes she’s stressed because of it.” 
- “She [student] loves to learn. She’s social…She’s the type of person that wanna learn.”  
Skills 
- “...she’s[student] a very fast typer.” 
 
Student Interview 
Attributes 
- “That’s probably one of the things that I’m always like, ‘Please do good on this test’…” 
- “…I like to volunteer to help other people.” 
- “I want to be able to learn so I can help other people, too.” 
- Referring to her ability to complete lessons. “I think I feel pretty good about being able to do it.  It’s normally not too much for me to do.” 
- “I have to make sure I go to math [virtual class].” 
- “If I have a problem, usually I’ll ask [learning coach]….Or I’ll webmail the teachers too if they need to know as well.” 
- “…I use my own textbooks, so I’ll make sure to read the material.” 
- “I like the videos, too, to help learn things quicker.” 
- “…I really like to do well in school….I also like to learn, too.” 
- “Really, rarely I’ll have something overdue because I hate having lessons overdue.” 
- “Well, I like to do the lessons I have a [short assessment] or an easier assignment first. Then I move on to [projects] or tests. I guess it helps 
me to know, okay, so if I have a big portfolio that’s holding me up for a long time, at least I have everything else out of the way.” 
Skills 
- “I’m really comfortable with using a computer.” 
- Referring to prioritizing lessons. “I usually just decide myself.” 
 
Researcher Observation 
Attributes 
- student actively participating in virtual class, typing. 
- student checks webmail at least four times during observation; replies to a webmail. 
- student uses calculator and paper to solve math problems. 
- student double checking answers to an online lesson activity 
- student is revising work before submitting it; student periodically saves work to laptop 
- student is using textbook 
- student is taking notes and referring to them periodically; student is using a highlighter 
- student watches online lesson tutorial; student reviewing online vocabulary flash cards. 
-student gets a snack 
-student checks her gradebook. 
- student and learning coach interact once during observation. 
Skills 
- student using keyboard shortcuts; typing quickly; navigating education management system (EMS) 
- student uses Internet to search for information while completing online lesson; student is toggling among open tabs on computer screen. 
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Table 6 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Academic Support in the Adamski Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Academic Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic support is defined as the various ways in which the virtual school structure supports a student (Rice, 
2006), including teacher communication, parental involvement, online curriculum design, and resources. 
Participant Perspectives 
 
Learning Coach Interview 
Teacher communication 
- “She [student] talks back and forth with the teachers, the chat pod.” 
- “[Teachers] trust her work.” 
- [Virtual classes], because they’re hearing, they’re seeing….When the web cams are up and they can see their teacher, it becomes real” 
Parental involvement 
- “We [parents] try to definitely instill in them [students] to use their education to benefit them in the future.  For her, it’s make sure we’re 
doing things right.” 
- “The goal is if we [parents] could keep the same pattern for them even if I’m not here, they are okay.  I still have to check their work.  I still 
have to talk to them….I have to make sure that I’m aware of what’s going on so that we can discuss it throughout the day.” 
- “Routine….We [parents] don’t’ have any extra to bother their little minds throughout the day.” 
- “…[learning coach] use[s] a computer….I try to make myself aware of technology.” 
- “I’m [learning coach] not gonna be in deep with the lesson, because that’s for her to learn.” 
- Guidance on student feeling stressed about virtual classes. “Remove yourself from the competition and learn.” 
- “We talk about her school work.  We eat as a family.  We do, every night we read as a family.” 
- “It’s very important that they [students] don’t just sit there and watch a computer screen. They have to read it in a book…” 
Online curriculum design 
-“…the concept is learning... it’s academics, but it’s not athletics, so they don’t have to worry about who’s more important, who wear what 
clothes, who lives on what street, who has a parent that’s a professor….with all of that removed, the student can learn.”   
- “BrainPOP” 
Available resources 
- “Pull out that textbook so you could feel it, and then you can put your finger underneath it if you need to read something.” 
 
Student Interview 
 
Teacher communication 
- “I have to make sure I go to math [virtual class].” 
- “…they’re [teachers] always giving us test reviews and bonus points opportunities so that we can really do the best on our tests, so that we 
can learn. 
- “With the [virtual classes], especially the math teacher, she’ll go over all the information and shall practice it a bunch of times until she 
makes sure everyone gets it too.” 
- “… I can ask my mom or my teacher if I need help for something…” 
Parental involvement 
- “… [Learning coach] really helps with making sure that we organize our school area, making sure everything’s okay. Always telling us to 
prioritize our lessons too. She makes sure to tell us what we need to do during the day to help us get it done.” 
-I’ll webmail [teachers] if there’s a problem with the portfolio or I’m not sure exactly what I’m supposed to do for one, then I’ll webmail them 
too. Then they call me on a regular basis.” 
- “… I can ask my mom or my teacher if I need help for something…” 
Online curriculum design 
- “I like this better because it’s just more freedom to be able to have a more flexible schedule if I wanted…” 
- “… I’ve also noticed the curriculum is tougher, so I can learn more.” 
- “Also the educational videos and tutorials, if I’m confused, I have to make sure I watch those too.” 
- “I really think all of [online lessons] are really helpful. Depending on the subjects.” 
- “I am able to learn more from [virtual classes]. With the videos like BrainPOP movies, teach things in a fun way that I can understand too.” 
Available resources 
- “Well, I use my own textbooks…” 
 
Researcher Observation 
 
- student participating in a virtual class, typing. 
- student replies to a webmail 
- student reads teacher feedback on assignment. 
- student and learning coach interact once  
- student watches online lesson tutorial 
- student completes an online assessment 
- student has own desk, bookshelves, phone 
- student using school laptop and Microsoft Word for online activity. 
- student using an online calculator and paper to solve math problems. 
- student is using textbook. 
- student reviewing online vocabulary flash cards. 
- student refers to online lesson planner. 
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Table 7 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Academic Social Support in the Adamski Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Academic Social Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic social support is defined as the various ways in which students interact socially in the virtual school 
environment.  This is inclusive of synchronous and asynchronous peer interaction.   
Participant Perspectives 
Learning Coach Interview 
Synchronous peer interaction 
- “It [interaction with classmates] doesn’t matter….She [student] has a life.” 
- “…if they don’t get a chance to be with the students in their class, it’s fine because those kids may have issues I don’t want my kids to 
develop.” 
- “There is competition. Competition can help you to improve, or it can help to remove you or make you feel bad about who you are….I 
noticed this year she [student] was feeling a little pressure from some of the students…” 
- “It does help for her [student] to interact with the kids, but sometimes she’s stressed because of it….they’re looking at her for the answer.” 
Asynchronous peer interaction 
No evidence. 
 
Student Interview 
Synchronous peer interaction 
- “Well, I like being able to interact with [classmates] like in breakout rooms for [virtual classes]…. Because I can get to know some of the 
students.” 
- “Well, just yesterday or the day before, we were doing a peer editing thing. It was helpful…” 
- “Well, I do socialize with people a lot outside of school….I don’t have to worry about anyone being mean in school or something.” 
Asynchronous peer interaction 
No evidence. 
 
Researcher Observation 
 
-student interacting in virtual class, typing. 
- no evidence of asynchronous peer interaction. 
 
 
Participant Household 2:  Bailey Family Narrative 
 Participant Household 2 is a family of six, including a mother, father, and four children. 
This household is referred to as the “Bailey” family.  The researcher interviewed and observed 
Mrs. “Bailey” and “Brendan” (12 years old) as participants in this study.  Mrs. Bailey is the 
primary learning coach in the household for all four children who are enrolled as students at 
KVS.  Brendan is a middle school student who is currently enrolled in the sixth grade at KVS. 
 The Bailey family resides in the Lehigh Valley region of Pennsylvania in a suburban 
neighborhood.  The Bailey family lives in a single-family home consisting of a large open eat-in 
kitchen and family room on the first floor, along with a separate office area.  Sleeping 
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accommodations are on the second floor, which the researcher did not observe.  The learning 
area for this household is mainly the open eat-in kitchen area, specifically the kitchen counter 
and kitchen table.  Brendan generally sits at the kitchen counter to complete his work, which he 
was doing the day of the observation.  Mrs. Bailey also sat at the kitchen counter while logged 
into the EMS on her personal laptop computer.  
 Brendan has been enrolled at KVS since kindergarten, and he has not attended any other 
public school besides KVS.  Mrs. Bailey stated that she believes the program at KVS is “… more 
catered toward individual students” and that it fosters independence.  She continued, “I don’t 
have any worries about them going to college and not being able to do what they have to do 
because they’re already used to working on their own.”  Mrs. Bailey said that the program at 
KVS also provides “a better understanding of what the child needs to do to be successful” and 
“… they want to do well because they know what they have to do. They feel like they want to 
succeed in it rather than being forced to do something.”  Mrs. Bailey favors the flexibility 
provided by the virtual school program and the level of interest she has perceived the teachers 
having in her students.  Brendan also alluded to the flexibility of the program at KVS by 
explaining how there is less pressure in the virtual school program because, “… you have more 
time to do the lessons instead of the set times for classes.” Brendan agreed that he likes how he 
can set his own pace when the researcher asked him to clarify his statement.     
Mrs. Bailey described Brendan as talkative and sociable, which she believes contributes 
to his success in school because he asks for help when he needs it rather than not reaching out to 
her for help. Mrs. Bailey also described Brendan as resourceful.  She said “he knows how to find 
answers to things when he doesn’t know before coming to me most times.” Brendan said that 
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even though he does the majority of his school work independently, “… if I’m stuck on 
something, I will ask her to help me out with it. Then sometimes if I need help studying for a test 
or a quiz, I will ask for help.”  The researcher noted during the observation that Brendan used the 
Internet as a resource to locate definitions he needed for an online lesson activity, demonstrating 
his resourcefulness and desire to find correct information before asking his learning coach.  Mrs. 
Bailey also indicated that Brendan strives to do his work correctly, and the researcher observed 
Brendan accepting feedback from Mrs. Bailey without resistance when she explained to him how 
to correctly spell a vocabulary term during a notetaking activity.  Brendan said he likes to be 
thorough when completing his lessons and he makes sure he understands what he did wrong on 
assessments.   Brendan also described himself as hard-working and curious, and he came to these 
conclusions with a little input from his learning coach and sibling who recognized he was 
struggling to answer the researcher’s question about personal characteristics that promote his 
success in school.  The researcher observed that the overall sense in this household’s learning 
area is positive, supportive, and collaborative.       
Mrs. Bailey explained that it is not important to her for Brendan to interact with his 
virtual school classmates because as she stated, “… he plays soccer for years and has a lot of 
friends. Just through our friends’ friends and we have a great neighborhood. For us, we really 
don’t seek that involvement with other children.”  Interestingly, Mrs. Bailey believes that the 
interaction her students have had with other virtual school classmates has been helpful in some 
ways because, “… They’ve realized how you need to be involved with their lessons, and you 
need to complete your lessons because they’ve seen what happens when children don’t when 
they interact with them.  I think in that way it’s helpful that they’ve seen what makes the student 
not successful as opposed to successful when interacting with them.”  Brendan echoes Mrs. 
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Bailey’s sentiment by saying he also does not think interacting with his virtual classmates is 
important, and he elaborated, “sometimes they can get off topic about stuff.”  Brendan explained 
that a benefit of interacting with his friends who go to a brick and mortar school is feeling good 
about being in a virtual school program, because his friends often discuss how much homework 
they have compared to him.  
Mrs. Bailey said the daily school routine in the household begins by 8:00 AM with 
breakfast and getting dressed by 9:00 AM.  She said generally her students complete their school 
work for the day between 3:00 PM and 4:00 PM, including a break for lunch.  Mrs. Bailey 
explained that Brendan works mostly independently, but she will always go through each lesson 
with him once he is finished. She checks his notes and reviews his assessments with him. She 
stated, “if it’s a writing assignment, that I sit more and do with him. Or if it’s research, I do 
research with him. For the most part, he works independently other than me just checking to 
make sure he’s doing the right thing…. If he has a test, we do study together…”  Brendan’s 
strategy for completing lessons is to complete lessons that he perceives to be easier first, then 
working on the longer or more difficult lessons later in the day.  Brendan explained that he will 
generally attend a virtual class, or watch a recording of one, if he is having difficulty with the 
lesson.  Brendan usually attends one or two virtual classes each week.     
Mrs. Bailey encourages Brendan to complete all parts of his lessons and not skip over 
anything in his lessons. She stated, “It’s more I want them to be able to learn how to learn 
correctly because I think that’s a big part of when you get older. Just make sure you do all the 
steps, and having everything you need.”  Mrs. Bailey’s goal for Brendan is to stay on task and 
complete his lessons each day, putting effort and time into his assignments.  Mrs. Bailey said that 
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although Brendan does often complain about school in general, she is confident he will get his 
work done each day.  Brendan is just as confident in his ability.  Brendan stated that his goals for 
himself are to do everything in his lessons, take good notes, and study for tests and quizzes.  The 
researcher observed Brendan while completing his online lessons, and he was completing them 
thoroughly by clicking on links for embedded videos, watching the videos in their entirety, and 
seemingly not skipping over any part of his lessons while regularly taking notes.      
Brendan described himself as a visual learner, and he prefers to use the paper textbooks 
rather than reading solely online. He enjoys the BrainPOP videos embedded in the online 
lessons.  Mrs. Bailey stated, “I always encourage them to watch the videos in the lessons.”  Mrs. 
Bailey also described the teachers as an incredibly valuable resource for students enrolled in the 
program at KVS, and she explained that the teachers “… make the school as good as it is… 
because they’re always there for them. Whenever you need help, you can contact them through 
email or phone, and we found through all the years in doing this that the teachers have always 
gotten back to us rather quickly.”  Both Mrs. Bailey and Brendan are comfortable sending a 
webmail to a teacher if either of them have a question, and both agree that the internal message 
boards that teachers use to communicate class information are useful.  Mrs. Bailey also believes 
the virtual classes are helpful, but she prefers Brendan watch the recorded virtual classes because 
he can view them in between completing his online lessons when it is most convenient for him. 
  Both Mrs. Bailey and Brendan indicated they are comfortable utilizing the EMS and 
their computers each day as part of the virtual school program. The researcher observed Brendan 
typing effectively and toggling between different windows on his laptop screen, which is 
evidence that he is indeed comfortable with using the computer.  The researcher also observed 
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Mrs. Bailey navigating the EMS, reading webmail, and this was evidence of her comfort level 
with using both computers and the EMS.  Both Mrs. Bailey and Brendan explained that if they 
are not able to troubleshoot computer issues themselves, they do not hesitate contacting the 
technical support department at KVS, which Mrs. Bailey said has been an incredibly helpful 
resource over the years. 
   Mrs. Bailey explained that, overall, Brendan has not had many challenges as a student 
in the virtual program at KVS. She stated that he struggles with writing, but that specific 
challenge is not a result of the virtual program.  Mrs. Bailey clarified this statement by 
explaining that her local public school does not have as many writing activities as KVS, and she 
believes “…this program’s so strong in writing…which I’m so thankful for.”  Mrs. Bailey said 
that there is not anything she would change in the virtual program at KVS to better support 
Brendan, even though she is not a fan of the science experiments.  Mrs. Bailey prefers the 
structure of the virtual program at KVS, and she said it is because, “I feel that this program is 
just having a traditional school in our home, but the support they provide is incredible. I think 
that’s what has helped us so much just knowing that we have everything available to help is 
amazing.” Mrs. Bailey does express concern for other families enrolled in the program whose 
students are unable to pace themselves effectively while completing lessons, and she believes 
there could be more accountability expected of families whose students who are struggling in the 
program.    
Mrs. Bailey stated that having a normal routine is beneficial to her students, along with 
taking short breaks throughout the day and having consistent communication. She continued, 
“For us, we’re always talking and discussing things for school and not school. I think they still 
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need to be aware of stuff going on outside in the world, and I think we do a lot of discussing of 
those things.” Mrs. Bailey suggested that there is no wasted time in the virtual school program at 
KVS compared to a regular day at a traditional brick-and-mortar school.  The researcher 
observed there was often light conversation between Mrs. Bailey and her students about various 
topics, in between moments of silence, in the learning area.  Even when Brendan was completing 
an activity for an online lesson and Mrs. Bailey identified mistakes in his notes, there was 
laughter about the mistakes Brendan made rather than a tense discussion or argument.  The 
researcher asked Brendan what advice he would give to a newly enrolled student at KVS, and he 
stated, “to always make sure you understand what you are learning, and if not, to contact your 
teachers or your learning coach.”    Refer to Table 8 for a synopsis of highlighted in vivo 
evidence from the Bailey household as it relates to learner characteristics, Table 9 as it relates to 
academic support, and Table 10 as it relates to academic social support.   
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Table 8 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Learner Characteristics in the Bailey Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Learner Characteristics 
For the purpose of this study, learner characteristics is defined as personal attributes or skills (Rice, 2006) that a student may possess or 
demonstrate in an online environment, and a student’s ability to regulate learning (Schunk, 1991), potentially impacting academic 
achievement. 
Participant Perspectives 
Learning Coach Interview 
Attributes 
- “They feel like they want to succeed in [virtual school] rather than being forced to do something.” 
- “[student] really hasn’t had many challenges.” 
- “… I know they’ll do their lessons every day and complete them just fine.” 
- “[student] is usually always up by 8:00 AM.” 
- “…[student] works mostly independently.” 
- “[student’s] very talkative….I was gonna say social.” 
- “… He [student] definitely will tell me if he doesn’t know something or needs help…” 
- “He [student] does want to get everything correct, and I think that’s really made him successful. He’s very resourceful…” 
- “He [student] knows how to find answers to things when he doesn’t know before coming to me most times,” 
Skills 
No evidence. 
 
Student Interview 
Attributes 
- “I’d personally like to get full credit for everything.” 
- “Short-term goal is to do everything in the lesson.” 
- “…I normally like to start off with the quicker and easier stuff.” 
- “I feel like I can complete each lesson by the end of the day.” 
- “I mostly do all my work by myself…” 
- “the textbooks are the most helpful part because I’m more of like a visual learner. I have to see it, instead of like an online course, where you 
have to read on the computer.” 
- “I will see if I can find it in the lessons first. Then if I can’t, I will ask my learning coach…. Look for it in the message boards or email my 
teacher.” 
- “I guess I’m pretty hard-working if I want to get something done.” 
- “Curious.” 
- “I have a pretty good long-term memory.” 
- “if I get one wrong on a [assessment], I’ll make sure I go back and understand why got it wrong.” 
- - “… if I’m stuck on something, I will ask her to help me out with it. Then sometimes if I need help studying for a test or a quiz, I will ask 
for help.” 
Skills 
- referring to level of comfort using a computer.  “It’s very easy to use so it’s really comfortable to use the lessons.” 
 
Researcher Observation 
Attributes 
- student is taking notes 
- student remains focused on lesson while others are talking 
- student checks webmail 
- student responds to learning coach questions about lessons 
- student takes a break for a snack 
- student refers to textbook while taking notes 
Skills 
- student is utilizing various tabs in the taskbar to navigate between a video and the online lesson 
- student is navigating the Internet for information 
 
 
VIRTUAL MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENT ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 76   
 
 
Table 9 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Academic Support in the Bailey Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Academic Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic support is defined as the various ways in which the virtual school structure supports a student (Rice, 
2006), including teacher communication, parental involvement, online curriculum design, and resources. 
Participant Perspectives 
 
Learning Coach Interview 
Teacher communication 
- “… The teachers just have so much more interest in the kids as opposed to what they get in a traditional school.” 
- “I think the [virtual classes] are very helpful.”  “… The recorded lessons tend to be more helpful for us…” 
- “Whenever you need help, you can contact [the teachers] through email or phone…” 
- “… The important things [teachers] post on their message board definitely help the kids be successful.” 
- “I think the teacher support has just been very helpful.” 
- - “Whenever you need help, you can contact them through email or phone, and we found through all the years in doing this that the teachers 
have always gotten back to us rather quickly.” 
Parental involvement 
-  Learning coach goals for student…“to stay on task mostly…. look at rubrics…. Not just skimming over something.” 
- “Most days we prioritize by doing what he [student] can do reasonably quick and easy and then work backwards.” 
- “… Once he’s [student] done with the lesson, then I go through it with him.”  
- “It’s not so much that I sit here drilling things into their heads. It’s more I want them to be able to learn how to learn correctly…” 
-… do the normal routine… Having them be prepared for the day helps.” 
- “I think letting them take breaks when they needed is important. Not hour, two-hour breaks, but just small breaks…” 
- “I think talking a lot helps too.”  
- - “if it’s a writing assignment, that I sit more and do with him [student]. Or if it’s research, I do research with him. For the most part, he 
works independently other than me just checking to make sure he’s doing the right thing…. If he has a test, we do study together…”   
Online curriculum design 
- “[Virtual school] definitely encourages more independence.” 
- “More freedom and flexibility.” 
- “… catered toward individual students.” 
- “I always encourage them to watch the videos in the lessons.” 
- “I think BrainPOPs are great and the little videos also help too.” 
- “I definitely would keep it as traditional as they have while at the same time being a cyber school.” 
- - “a better understanding of what the child needs to do to be successful” 
- “I would definitely say the curriculum [is most supportive]. 
Available resources 
- “I do think still having the textbooks is helpful.” 
- “We have found [technical support] to be extremely helpful too.” 
 
Student Interview 
Teacher communication 
- “if there’s a lesson I’m stuck on, I will go to the [virtual class] watch the recording…” 
- “If I need help, I will email [teachers] or call them.” 
- “By posting our lessons, sending emails, and posting on their message board. Really helps out.” 
Parental involvement 
- “… If I’m stuck on something, I will ask [learning coach] to help me out with it.” 
- “[learning coach] Making sure I have all my lessons done, enough notes, and to make sure I do, in math, problems correctly.” 
Online curriculum design 
- “there’s almost less pressure, could you have more time to do the lessons instead of the set times for classes.” 
- “I watch the videos in the lesson.” 
- “the videos, and BrainPOPs help.” 
Available resources 
- “the textbook and workbooks help out to complete the lessons.” 
- “Call tech support.” 
 
Researcher Observation 
 
- learning coach looks at student’s laptop screen 
- learning coach is logged onto education management system 
- learning coach talks with student about lesson activity 
- learning coach regularly checks in with student 
- learning coach helps student correct his notes 
- student watching BrainPOP video 
- student takes an assessment 
- student using a laptop 
- student uses textbook and a notetaking guide for social studies  
- student has headset but it’s not using it; pencil case nearby 
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Table 10 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Academic Social Support in the Bailey Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Academic Social Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic social support is defined as the various ways in which students interact socially in the virtual school 
environment.  This is inclusive of synchronous and asynchronous peer interaction.   
Participant Perspectives 
 
Learning Coach Interview 
Synchronous peer interaction 
- “[student] has a lot of friends from [extracurricular activity]…. They get to see what kids are doing in public schools as opposed to what 
they are doing. I think that sometimes helps.” 
- “… They’ve realized how you need to be involved with their lessons, and you need to complete your lessons because they’ve seen what 
happens when children don’t when they interact with them…. They’ve seen what makes a student not successful…” 
- - “Just through our friends’ friends and we have a great neighborhood. For us, we really don’t seek that involvement with other children.” 
Asynchronous peer interaction 
No evidence.  
 
Student Interview 
Synchronous peer interaction 
- “It’s not much of a… helpful with the other kids. Sometimes they can get off topic about stuff.” 
- “… there’s not many times I’ve worked with other students.” 
- “If I’m playing [a sport] with a lot of friends. Them and telling me what they do in school, and how much homework they will have, really 
makes me feel better about doing this school. 
Asynchronous peer interaction 
No evidence. 
 
Researcher Observation 
 
No evidence of peer interaction. 
 
Participant Household 3:  Chapman Family Narrative 
 Participant Household 3 is a family of three, including a mother, father, and daughter.  
This household is referred to as the “Chapman” family. The researcher interviewed and observed 
Mrs. “Chapman” and “Charlotte” (11 years old) as participants in this study.  Mrs. Chapman is 
the primary learning coach in the household for Charlotte, who is enrolled as a sixth grade 
middle school student at KVS.   
 The Chapman family resides in the central region of Pennsylvania, east of Harrisburg, in 
a small urban city.  The Chapman family lives in single-family home consisting of a kitchen and 
a living and dining area on the first floor, with sleeping accommodations also on the first floor.  
Charlotte’s bedroom is located on the first floor of the home, and her bedroom is arranged as her 
VIRTUAL MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENT ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 78   
 
learning area.  Charlotte’s learning area is bedroom with a twin bed, bedroom furniture, a desk 
and chair, and a television, which was turned off.  The researcher observed a few books on the 
top of Charlotte’s desk, and her laptop was situated directly on top of her desk.  The researcher 
observed Charlotte’s learning area was decorated with items that reflect her interest in a 
particular extracurricular activity she participates in regularly.   
 Charlotte has attended a virtual school since kindergarten, but she has been enrolled at 
KVS only since fourth grade.  Prior to the Chapman family’s move to Pennsylvania from another 
state, Charlotte attended a virtual school managed by the same education management 
organization that currently manages KVS.  Mrs. Chapman explained that the virtual school 
model benefits Charlotte because she is able to complete her lessons at her own pace.  Mrs. 
Chapman stated, “It gives her the time to do what she needs to do to understand the skill and 
master it. Also when it comes to other subjects that she can do in five minutes, she whips them 
out.”  Mrs. Chapman further explained that she believes Charlotte would not have the same 
opportunity to take the time she needs to master a skill if she was enrolled in a traditional brick 
and mortar school.  Charlotte also believes having the extra time she needs to complete her 
lessons is a benefit of virtual schooling, and she thinks there are less distractions now learning 
from home than if she were learning in a brick-and-mortar classroom.  Mrs. Chapman clarified 
that part of Charlotte’s success in the virtual school program at KVS can be attributed to her own 
perception that, “there’s no guesswork when it comes to what she’s supposed to be doing that 
day. We go in. She knows she has these assignments I have to get done that day, and it takes the 
guesswork out of it for me.” Mrs. Chapman also said that the availability and responsiveness of 
the teachers at KVS is also very supportive of Charlotte’s learning style.  
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Mrs. Chapman described Charlotte as a responsible student who is courteous, respectful, 
and positive, and she said that, “overall, she’s just a good kid.” Charlotte described herself as 
organized, and she specifically said she likes to keep her bedroom clean, which is her learning 
area. The researcher observed that Charlotte’s learning area was organized, and she kept her 
school supplies in a desk drawer, precluding any clutter on top of her desk.  Charlotte said she 
studies hard and tries to do her best, and she mentioned how having a quiet, organized space to 
learn helps her stay focused.  The researcher observed that Charlotte will often read aloud to 
herself in a whisper voice, which is indicative of her effort to regulate her learning and remain 
focused.  Charlotte explained that Mrs. Chapman, “… keeps the house nice and quiet for 
me….which helps to keep me calm…”  Charlotte expressed that it is very important for her to do 
well in school because, “… when I get a question wrong or I get a B or a C, I’m disappointed in 
myself but I know that I’ll do better next time, because I can see my mistakes.”  The researcher 
observed Charlotte taking an assessment and reviewing her answers in her online assessment to 
see which answers were incorrect.  Charlotte wrote in a notebook, figuring out and trying to 
understand why one of her answers was incorrect.  The researcher overheard Charlotte say to 
herself, “Oh, that’s what I did wrong.”  Shortly afterwards, Mrs. Chapman came to her door and 
asked Charlotte if she understood what she did wrong, and Charlotte explained her mistake.  This 
particular observation confirmed that Mrs. Chapman remains logged into the EMS during the 
school day to periodically check on Charlotte’s progress with her lessons and her assessment 
grades, ensuring that Charlotte is understanding concepts.   Mrs. Chapman said that Charlotte 
tries to remain focused during her school day because “she wants to get her schooling done 
because she knows she has other things that she wants to get to…” and Mrs. Chapman believes 
that the extracurricular activities that Charlotte is involved in give her an opportunity to apply 
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many of the skills she is a learning in school.  Mrs. Chapman thinks interacting with others is 
important for Charlotte so she can learn about other people’s perspectives, and she encourages 
Charlotte to attend her virtual classes to promote interaction with others; however, Mrs. 
Chapman said that at times the interaction in the virtual classes is distracting for Charlotte.  
Charlotte corroborated Mrs. Chapman’s view when she explained that it is not important for her 
to interact with her virtual school classmates, and she likes to work independently and figure 
things out on her own.  Charlotte explained that it can be troublesome for her when other 
classmates she is working with in the virtual classroom are able to solve problems before she 
can.  Charlotte said she does generally enjoy having classmates, and she and Mrs. Chapman try 
to attend a few field trips each year to meet other families enrolled at KVS.   
Mrs. Chapman shares that Charlotte has a good daily routine, and Charlotte wakes herself 
in the morning and makes her own breakfast before starting her schoolwork around 8:30 AM. 
Mrs. Chapman said Charlotte will generally attend her virtual classes during the morning, mostly 
language arts and math virtual classes, and Charlotte will break for lunch and take any other 
breaks as needed.  Charlotte regularly completes her schoolwork before 4:00 PM each day, and 
sometimes much earlier, closer to 2:00 PM.  Charlotte explained that she prioritizes her lessons 
by completing the lessons she perceives as easier first, because she wants to be able to complete 
lessons in between her virtual classes in the morning.  Charlotte completes longer or more 
demanding lessons containing assignments later in the day when she is not attending virtual 
classes and has more free time, because although Charlotte stated she feels confident about her 
ability to complete her lessons each day, regarding larger assignments she said, “… I get a little 
nervous, but usually I can get it done, so I’m confident.”  Mrs. Chapman explained that Charlotte 
completes all of her lessons each day, and there are days when she will complete extra lessons so 
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she can take off on Fridays to volunteer.  Charlotte works mostly independently, but Mrs. 
Chapman stated, “I check on her every half hour, 45 minutes. Go into one of the computers, and 
I see what lesson she’s done that day, and then I go in her gradebook and see if she got one or 
two wrong, if she got them all right,” and Mrs. Chapman will discuss any concerns she has about 
a score on an assessment with Charlotte shortly after she completes that assessment. Mrs. 
Chapman laughed and said, “I just keep an eye on her here probably more than she knows.”  The 
researcher observed Mrs. Chapman logged onto her computer in the dining room area, and she 
periodically asked Charlotte about online lessons that Charlotte recently completed.  Mrs. 
Chapman said she encourages Charlotte to use resources to help herself answer her own 
questions before asking for help.  Mrs. Chapman explained, “I think using the dictionary, 
thesaurus, things that are on there that she has the tools to go and do, I make her go and do, so 
she learns. It stays in her head better.”  Charlotte states that both the online and paper textbooks 
are good resources for her to use while completing her lessons, and she is very comfortable using 
the computer to access any other online resources she might find helpful.      
Mrs. Chapman expects Charlotte to maintain at least a 95% gradebook average, and she 
explained, “if for some reason, we start to see the grades slip at all, I know we’ve done 
something different in her routine. Maybe not enough sleep. Maybe she’s not focused. Maybe 
I’m being too distracting…. Then we just start to reprioritize things again.” Charlotte’s own 
goals for herself mirror Mrs. Chapman expectations, and Charlotte stated, “I try and get 100% 
every time.” Mrs. Chapman and Charlotte both have an understanding of how Charlotte learns 
best and the types of activities that support her academic growth.  Mrs. Chapman believes 
Charlotte learns best when she can interact, see, and hear, and she encourages attendance at the 
virtual classes because they encompass all of the above.  Charlotte stated that the virtual classes 
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are most helpful to her because she can hear the teacher teach.  Mrs. Chapman shared that 
Charlotte will often listen to the audio version of her textbook rather than reading it herself, 
reinforcing that Charlotte learns best when there are audio and visual components.  The 
researcher considers that Charlotte’s preference for audio may be an indication of why Charlotte 
will often speak out loud to herself while she is completing lessons, possibly helping her to retain 
information better.  Mrs. Chapman said the videos embedded in the online lessons are “great 
tools” for Charlotte to use, and she stated, “I love the BrainPOP movies.”  Mrs. Chapman 
explained that Charlotte thrives when she receives positive reinforcement, especially from her 
teachers, and Mrs. Chapman appreciates that Charlotte’s teachers allow her to revise her work to 
improve an assignment grade after receiving teacher feedback.  The researcher observed Mrs. 
Chapman and Charlotte discussing a webmail exchange between Mrs. Chapman and a teacher 
regarding a revision to a math assignment that Charlotte did not initially realize she completed 
incorrectly.  Charlotte was thankful the teacher permitted her to revise it to improve her grade.      
Mrs. Chapman shared that when they first enrolled in their previous virtual school, there 
was a learning curve that was challenging, but now they both feel very comfortable working 
within the online EMS and on their personal laptop computers each day.  Mrs. Chapman believes 
that having a good routine and helping Charlotte create good habits for herself is critical to her 
success in the virtual program, and communication is also important.  Mrs. Chapman stated that 
it is also important for Charlotte to have activities she enjoys and looks forward to after school to 
keep her motivated during the day, while also helping her learn the value of teamwork through 
interacting with others outside of school.  Mrs. Chapman suggested that the virtual school 
program could better support Charlotte if she were able to fast-track her learning by combining 
courses and grade levels or offering project-based alternatives, but she is overall happy with the 
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virtual school program.  Charlotte enjoys the virtual school program, specifically the flexibility, 
but she explained that it could be more interactive, possibly prompting students more often rather 
than mostly presenting information.  The researcher asked Charlotte what advice she might give 
to a new student at KVS, and she paused and then said, “Use your time wisely. Definitely go to 
virtual classes if you’re struggling. Eat breakfast, and just do your best.”  Refer to Table 11 for a 
synopsis of highlighted in vivo evidence from the Chapman household as it relates to learner 
characteristics, Table 12 as it relates to academic support, and Table 13 as it relates to academic 
social support.  
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Table 11 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Learner Characteristics in the Chapman Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Learner Characteristics 
For the purpose of this study, learner characteristics is defined as personal attributes or skills (Rice, 2006) that a student may possess or 
demonstrate in an online environment, and a student’s ability to regulate learning (Schunk, 1991), potentially impacting academic 
achievement. 
Participant Perspectives 
Learning Coach Interview 
Attributes 
- “In the mornings, she [student] will get up and get right on school. She has a routine.” 
- “ … she [student] stays focused.” 
- “… she [student]doesn’t take a lot of breaks.” 
- “I think she’s [student] got a fairly good attitude towards [school].” 
- “… ever since kindergarten she’s [student] maintained really, really good grades.” 
- “She [student] works really hard…” 
- “She’s [student] gonna get her lessons done …, so she can use her other schooling time to [extracurricular activity].” 
- “She [student] likes to get her lessons done and move on.” 
- “She [student] knocks out all the easy stuff first then does the harder stuff.” 
- “She [student] pretty much works independently.” 
- “I’ll hear her [student] talking and answering in the [virtual class] chat rooms.” 
- “… I think anything audio and visual. That’s how she [student] learns the best in the lessons.” 
- “Being responsible.” 
- “After all these years, she [student] knows what she has to do, so she’s great at keeping her own schedule and being responsible.” 
- “She’s [student] just an overall good kid. She’s courteous. She’s positive.” 
Skills 
No evidence. 
 
Student Interview 
Attributes 
- “… when I get a question wrong or I get a B or a C, I’m disappointed in myself but I know that I’ll do better next time…” 
- “Well, every day I wanted to do well in school. I try and get 100% every time.” 
- “I feel pretty confident, usually. If I know that there’s gonna be this really big assignment, I get a little nervous, usually I can get it done…” 
- “…[student completes] easier subjects so I know that I can get more subjects done in a smaller amount of time…” 
- “I sometimes will take a long time on some [projects].” 
- “I, for the most part, work independently, but if I do have a question, I will go out there and ask [ learning coach].” 
- “… Actually hearing someone tell me-teaching me. I like that...” 
- “I think I study hard, and I do my best. I have a good breakfast. My room is clean, which I enjoy. It keeps me focused.” 
- “Well, I like to get all my schoolwork done first, just get it done. That way, I have the rest of the day to myself.” 
- “[Extracurricular activity] I find that very calming, just relaxing for me.” 
Skills 
- “I’m very comfortable [using a computer].” 
 
Researcher Observation 
Attributes 
- student is taking notes in a notebook 
- student is whisper reading out loud while completing her lesson 
- student is double checking answers to an online lesson activity and rereads page 
- student is pausing to think in between writing 
- student takes assessment, checks her gradebook, and reviews a problem that was incorrect 
- student checks webmail 
- student takes a break 
Skills 
- student is navigating the EMS  
- student intentionally skipped over a question on an assessment to save it for last (test taking strategy) 
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Table 12 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Academic Support in the Chapman Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Academic Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic support is defined as the various ways in which the virtual school structure supports a student (Rice, 
2006), including teacher communication, parental involvement, online curriculum design, and resources. 
Participant Perspectives 
 
Learning Coach Interview 
 
Teacher communication 
- “Sometimes she’ll [student] go to science or social studies [virtual classes], but not as much so as her language arts and math in the 
mornings.” 
- “She [student]gets the positive reinforcement from the teacher, and I think that helps her to be successful.” 
- “… [Teachers] want to see what they can do to help improve the child’s understanding or-giving an opportunity to revise.” 
- “… the biggest things are the [virtual classes], interacting, the seeing, hearing her teacher…” 
- “… if we do have a question, usually webmail. It gets it answered real fast.” 
Parental involvement 
- “I try and strive for her to keep at least a 95% overall.” 
- “if for some reason, we start to see the grades slip at all, I know we’ve done something different in her routine… we just start to reprioritize 
things again” 
- “I check on her every half hour, 45 minutes. Go into one of the computers, and I see what lesson she’s done that day, and then I go in her 
gradebook and see if she got one or two wrong…” 
- “I just keep an eye on her here probably more than she knows. Then I let her be independent on her own.” 
- “We keep her daily things, like making sure she’s got a good breakfast start.” 
- “Then we keep her balance and motivated with an activity [she enjoys].” 
- “I think using the dictionary, thesaurus, things that are on there that she has the tools to go and do, I make her go and do, so she learns. 
- “Making sure she’s got something to look forward to at the end of her classes.” 
- “Just allowing her the freedom to make her day.” 
- “Just a good routine and good habits outside of school.” 
Online curriculum design 
- “it gives her the time to do what she needs to do to understand the skill and master it.” 
- “…flexibility with her schedule being able to [extracurricular activities].” 
- “… and then the videos that they have. I love the BrainPOP movies.” 
- “… There’s no guesswork when it comes to what she’s supposed to be doing that day.” 
- “… This schedule is there for us to keep her on track with what she needs to learn…” 
Available resources 
- “in the past when we had school computers, we will call up tech support.” 
 
Student Interview  
Teacher communication 
- “… I communicate with [teachers] during [virtual classes], but I will also talk to them over the phone if I have a question…. Or I’ll webmail 
them my revised [project]…” 
- “… They [teachers]give me a second chance to fix my problems…. they explain certain things in a way that I understand.” 
- “I like the [virtual classes], so I think that that’s what helps me the most.” 
Parental involvement 
- “[learning coach] will usually have me type it in on the computer to figure it out, so I’ll learn by myself.” 
- “Well, she keeps the house nice and quiet for me. There’s usually no distractions. Then she keeps the house clean, which helps to keep me 
calm…” 
Online curriculum design 
- “… I have more time to understand subjects. I think I’m not able to see my other classmates, and I enjoyed that, because then I don’t have 
distractions around me.” 
- “I’ll use the online textbooks, or there’s the videos that they provide for me. They also have little online activities…” 
Available resources 
No evidence. 
 
Researcher Observation 
- student is reviewing a prerecorded virtual class session 
- learning coach is logged into the education management system 
- learning coach asks student how she is doing; discuss order of lessons 
- learning coach informed student she is sending a webmail to teacher 
- learning coach asks student if she understands wrong answer on assessment 
- student attended an art virtual class 
 
- student is watching a BrainPOP and Discovery 
Education videos 
- student has a desk in her bedroom to use for school 
- student takes a calculator out of desk drawer to use 
- learning coach brings tissues to student 
- discussion of webmail exchange between learning 
coach and teacher 
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Table 13 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Academic Social Support in the Chapman Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Academic Social Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic social support is defined as the various ways in which students interact socially in the virtual school 
environment.  This is inclusive of synchronous and asynchronous peer interaction.   
Participant Perspectives 
Learning Coach Interview 
Synchronous peer interaction 
- “I think it’s important… Because I think sometimes when she’s able to listen to others, she gets a different perspective that she did not have 
herself or a different thought or an idea.” 
- “Because I think sometimes she’s like, ‘They distract me. I wanna move on to this.’ I think she’s balanced there, hopefully.” 
- “Outside of school, she goes over to [extracurricular activity] where she is with a lot of other girls her age…. teamwork.” 
- “… Socializing with peers. She gets to work together and have fun.” 
Asynchronous peer interaction 
No evidence 
 
Student Interview 
Synchronous peer interaction 
- “It’s not extremely important for me. I enjoy having classmates there. If I’m not understanding something, I might ask in the chat pod…” 
- “When they have them in breakout rooms, I don’t really enjoy that. I like to work independently to figure out the problems on my own, 
because if they get to the harder problems before I do, I’m thinking, ‘Oh, wait. How do they figure that out?’” 
- “ I was with a classmate, and she was having difficulty with a math problem, and I was able to help her out.” 
- “We recently had a [school field trip]…. it was nice because we were working together as a team to find the same thing…” 
Asynchronous peer interaction 
No evidence. 
 
Researcher Observation 
- student is actively typing in the discussion pod during her Art virtual class 
- no evidence for asynchronous interaction 
 
Participant Household 4:  Dunne Learning Coach/Student Narrative 
 Participant Household 4 is an example of a household with an alternative learning 
arrangement applicable to some students enrolled at KVS.  In this alternative arrangement, 
students learn outside of the home in which they reside, and they commute to another home to 
work with a learning coach who is not their parent.  This particular household includes a mother, 
father, and three children who are all related to each other, and two middle school students who 
are not related to the family.  The middle school students arrive each morning to this household 
for learning coach support.  This alternative household is referred to as the “Dunne” household.  
The researcher interviewed and observed Mrs. “Dunne” and “Dhara” (13 years old) as 
participants in this study.  Mrs. Dunne is the primary learning coach in the household for a total 
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of three children who are enrolled as students at KVS, one of which is her child and two students 
who are unrelated to her.  Dhara is one of the middle school students in this alternative 
household arrangement who is currently enrolled in the eighth grade at KVS, and Mrs. Dunne 
has been her learning coach for approximately three years. 
 The Dunne household is located in Pennsylvania in a suburban borough southeast of 
Harrisburg.  The Dunne house is a single-family home consisting of a kitchen and living room on 
the first floor, along with sleeping accommodations.  The learning area for this household is 
located in the finished basement of the home where there is a recreational seating area that is 
separate from the desk area where the students complete their lessons.  The desk area includes an 
L-shaped countertop situated along two walls, serving as a desktop for the students, and chairs.  
A desktop computer is located on the desk, along with a printer, various books, and school 
supplies.  There is a space designated on the desktop for the middle school students to sit with 
their laptop computers each day. Adjacent to the desk area is a small children’s table and chairs 
and a large dry erase whiteboard, which is attached to the wall.  The researcher observed Dhara 
sitting at the L-shaped countertop completing her work at the beginning of the observation.  
Dhara subsequently moved to the table area to use the whiteboard to solve math problems for the 
remainder of the observation.   
Dhara has been enrolled at KVS since kindergarten, and she has not attended any other 
public school besides KVS.  Dhara explained that she likes the flexibility of the virtual school 
program at KVS because she can work ahead and not worry about getting behind in lessons if 
her family is traveling on a vacation.  Dhara also said she likes that she is able to complete all of 
her schoolwork during the day, unlike her friends who attend a traditional brick-and-mortar 
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school and have lots of homework to complete after school.  Mrs. Dunne also likes the flexibility 
of the virtual school program and the overall design of the online EMS. Mrs. Dunne explained, 
“… I just think that it seems like it works better for us. With my students and my children…. I 
like being able to know what they’re learning, because then I can ask questions throughout the 
day.”  Mrs. Dunne explained that when she was a teacher at a brick and mortar school, not as 
much information was covered in the classroom as it is at KVS, and she likes that students are 
exposed to more information throughout the school year; however, she said some of the lessons 
can be lengthy, making some school days longer than others.   
In the time she has been working with Dhara, Mrs. Dunne said she has seen Dhara 
become increasingly more self-motivated in the virtual school program.  Mrs. Dunne said Dhara 
has “…always been so concerned about wanting to get that A.  Now, it just seems like she just 
enjoys some of the projects.”  Mrs. Dunne said Dhara has more intrinsic motivation now than 
when they first began working together.  Mrs. Dunne described Dhara as a positive student who 
is helpful in the household, fun, and also “… just a really hard worker. If she can’t find the 
answer, she’s just not gonna quit, she’s gonna keep going.  She’s definitely very persistent…” 
and “…she just cares a lot about people.  She cares about school…. she’s a good kid.  A really 
good kid.”  The researcher observed Dhara happily helping Mrs. Dunne with her toddler during 
the observation, demonstrating her positive attitude and willingness to help others.  Dhara 
described herself as self-motivated and determined to complete her work, and she explained, “… 
If somebody tells me I can’t get it done or I’m not doing it right, I like to try and prove them 
wrong by doing right or getting it done.”  The researcher observed Dhara painstakingly work 
through math problems on the whiteboard until she understood how to complete them correctly, 
with occasional guidance and redirection from Mrs. Dunne, which was evidence of her 
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determination.  Mrs. Dunne explained that she does not set academic goals for Dhara regarding 
gradebook grades because she understands Dhara’s expectations she sets for herself, so she 
focuses on ensuring Dhara is learning the objectives included in her online lessons and 
reinforcing good habits, such as taking effective notes and studying before assessments.  Mrs. 
Dunne said she has no concerns about Dhara’s ability to complete her lessons each day, and she 
stated, “I’m usually never really concerned. She’s just such a hard worker. There are, like I said, 
some days that she definitely doesn’t want to do it, but she usually can push through that, and be 
motivated and get through her lesson. That’s never been an issue.”  Dhara said it is important for 
her to do well in school and understand what she is learning. She stated, “I’ve always had a 
certain need to get good grades and to understand the material. I think that helps me force myself 
to get good grades and study the material and look over everything to make sure I understand it 
and retain it. That way, I can take the test and get a good grade. Then move on to a college and a 
bright future.”  Dhara explained that she is more confident sometimes than others about her 
ability to complete her lessons, depending on what is planned for the day. Dhara said she is 
generally more confident when lessons have simple assessments rather than longer tests or 
assignments. She explained about the longer assessments, “… I tend to worry a little bit more 
about completing them. I usually do complete all of my lessons either way, but I do tend to 
worry about it more.” 
  Dhara awakens each morning at approximately 5:00 AM to begin her daily school 
routine. Dhara says,” I always make sure to eat breakfast. I cannot leave the house without 
breakfast. I make sure to pack a lunch…. I always try to have something somewhat healthy, but 
not always possible. We leave the house about 7 o’clock.”  Mrs. Dunne said Dhara usually 
arrives at her house before 8:30 AM each day, and Dhara will usually check her webmail first 
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before she starts her lessons to be sure she has the most up-to-date information from her teachers.  
Mrs. Dunne explained that her strategy for lesson completion is for Dhara to complete her core 
courses first, which includes math, language arts, science, and social studies.  Mrs. Dunne said 
she encourages Dhara to make decisions about her lesson completion during the day so Mrs. 
Dunne is not always directing her, but Mrs. Dunne said that she does periodically double check 
Dhara’s work or glance at her notes to be sure they are complete.  The researcher observed Mrs. 
Dunne and Dhara having a discussion regarding a math test, and Dhara made the decision to take 
the test the next day.  Dhara said she prefers to start with her math lesson each day, because that 
is her hardest class, and then she prioritizes her lessons based on whether or not an assignment is 
due.  Dhara saves the lessons she perceives as easier for completion in the afternoon, and she 
said, “For me, that would be literature, language arts, I find to be easy, because I enjoy it…. I 
think ed tech and art would be the last lessons for the day.”  Mrs. Dunne explained that she wants 
to focus on actual lesson completion while Dhara is with her during the school day, so Dhara will 
usually study for assessments at home after she leaves.  Dhara generally works independently, 
but she frequently relies on coaching from Mrs. Dunne regarding math.  Dhara explained, “I tend 
to struggle with math on my own. Honestly, I wouldn’t be in honors algebra without her help. 
Most of our interaction occurs during algebra.”  Dhara further elaborated about how Mrs. Dunne 
has influenced her, and she said, “… she always pushes me to do my very best, even if she 
knows I don’t think I can do it, she knows I can do it. Makes me think on the positive side of 
things. I believe I can do it. That has really, really helped me over the years…”    
Dhara described herself as a visual learner, and she explains how being able to see a math 
problem solved step-by-step is helpful for her. The researcher observed Dhara and Mrs. Dunne 
solving math problems together on the whiteboard in the learning area while Dhara was also 
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viewing and pausing a recorded math virtual class structured to guide students through math 
problems, which is supportive of Dhara’s learning style.  Dhara also said one-on-one help from 
her teachers is important to her when she has specific questions, and she also watches Discovery 
Education and BrainPOP videos.  Dhara regularly attends virtual classes, and she said she is 
comfortable contacting her teachers via webmail or telephone if she has questions.  Dhara has 
solid computer skills and explains that she does not normally have any issues completing her 
school work on the computer, but if there is a technical issue she cannot resolve, she will contact 
the technical support department at KVS or sometimes call her parent who works in the 
technology field. 
     Dhara explained that she has not had many challenges as a student in the virtual 
program at KVS, but she said that one drawback is not having personal interaction with teachers 
and classmates as you would in a brick and mortar school.  Dhara said she learns more 
effectively when she is able to discuss topics with others, and she enjoys the interaction.  Dhara 
makes it a point to meet regularly with her friends who do not attend the virtual program at KVS 
to “… relax after a long school week. Being able to kind of forget about the whole school week 
that just passed, I feel, helps me focus on the school week to come…”  Dhara suggested the one 
change she would make in the virtual school program at KVS would be to provide laptops with 
working web cameras to all students, because then she could see her classmates.  She has not had 
the opportunity to use web cameras the entire time she has been enrolled at KVS.  Mrs. Dunne 
commented that it can be a challenge sometimes during the winter when you feel a little bit 
confined to the house, but she encourages frequent breaks outside in the warmer weather and 
attendance at school field trips year round. 
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Mrs. Dunne said that although she, herself, is a resource supportive of Dhara’s academic 
growth, she believes the importance of having supportive parents cannot be overlooked.  Mrs. 
Dunne also said it is important to keep students excited about learning, and when everyone is 
attending school at home, a positive atmosphere should be a priority. Mrs. Dunne said that there 
is a fine line between being a learning coach in this alternative arrangement and at times acting 
like a parent. Overall, Mrs. Dunne wants Dhara to have open communication with her and view 
her as a supportive friend.  The researcher sensed that Dhara values her relationship with Mrs. 
Dunne based on their positive interaction with one another, and as Dhara stated, “Her family and 
my family, they’re all really amazing support. If I need help with academics, I can go to my 
learning coach. My family has supported me pretty much anything I’ve wanted to do over the 
years…. It’s fun having a connection like this other than my own family, too.”  While Dhara 
believes being an avid reader has positively impacted her academic achievement, she credits her 
determination to get work done as an attribute contributing to her success. The researcher asked 
Dhara what advice she would give to a newly enrolled student at KVS, and she stated, “… listen 
to your teachers and be creative…. Have an open mind. You don’t want to go into something 
with the mindset of - well, a negative mindset…. Having an open mind or a positive attitude 
about it can help you see from a different angle and complete the work better. Retain it better. 
Just help you in life.”    Refer to Table 14 for a synopsis of highlighted in vivo evidence from the 
Dunne household as it relates to learner characteristics, Table 15 as it relates to academic 
support, and Table 16 as it relates to academic social support. 
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Table 14 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Learner Characteristics in the Dunne Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Learner Characteristics 
For the purpose of this study, learner characteristics is defined as personal attributes or skills (Rice, 2006) that a student may possess or 
demonstrate in an online environment, and a student’s ability to regulate learning (Schunk, 1991), potentially impacting academic 
achievement. 
Participant Perspectives 
Learning Coach Interview 
Attributes 
- “It’s definitely not always about the grade for her anymore….It definitely seems like she’s having more intrinsic motivation.” 
- “…always been so concerned about wanting to get that A.  Now, it just seems like she just enjoys some of the projects - “… I’ve seen her 
transition this year into just caring more about the learning.” 
- “Overall, she has a very, very positive attitude.” 
- “She’s [student] just such a hard worker.” 
- “I know [student] really likes to talk during class.” 
- “If she [student] can’t find the answer, she’s just not gonna quit, she’s gonna keep going. She’s definitely very persistent…” 
- “She’s [student] just a lot of fun to be around, too, it just as a kid.” 
“… She [student] just cares a lot about people. She cares about school…she’s a good kid.  A really good kid.” 
Skills 
- “PowerPoint.  Oh, my gosh, she’s [student] amazing with that. 
- “She’s [student] very comfortable [using computers]. 
 
Student Interview 
Attributes 
- “it has always been really important to me to do well in school. I’ve always had a certain need to get good grades and to understand the 
material.” 
- “If I have few lessons or more easy lessons… I tend to feel more confident about them knowing that I’m gonna be able to get…lessons done 
for the day. Whereas…[larger assignments] or a test…I tend to worry a bit more….I usually do complete all of my lessons either way…” 
- “I usually start with the hardest class. That, for me, would be math or algebra. Then I work on lessons based on priority.” 
- “For the most part, I am independent.” 
- “… Since meeting her [learning coach], I’ve gotten a lot more positive during the school hours and on home time.” 
- “I am self-motivated.” 
- “I am determined to get my work done…” 
- “Taking lunch at a somewhat standard time every day I find helps quite a bit.” 
- “I feel I’m a visual learner.” 
“… If somebody tells me I can’t get it done or I’m not doing it right, I like to try and prove them wrong by doing right or getting it done.”   
“I always make sure to eat breakfast. I cannot leave the house without breakfast.” 
Skills 
- “I am very comfortable using the computer to access my lessons.” 
- “I read for pleasure a lot. I know that reading at home and for myself, enjoyment, helps me become a better reader…. Reading for pleasure, I 
think, is a good way to impact my academic success.” 
 
Researcher Observation 
Attributes 
- student checks webmail 
- student continues to solve math problem until it is correct and accepts learning coach guidance 
- student takes a break 
- student is taking notes 
- student works independently and asks learning coach to check her answers 
 
Skills 
- student is easily navigating the EMS 
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Table 15 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Academic Support in the Dunne Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Academic Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic support is defined as the various ways in which the virtual school structure supports a student (Rice, 
2006), including teacher communication, parental involvement, online curriculum design, and resources. 
Participant Perspectives 
 
Learning Coach Interview 
Teacher communication 
- “She’s [student] really good at that. At reaching out via webmail and stuff like that.” 
- “…[virtual classes] I think is the most important part…. I think that’s the best form of communication. 
- “They [students] don’t usually do a lot of phone calls with the teachers…. They’ll [students] webmail right away if they have a question.” 
- “They’ve [teachers] have always been pretty supportive.” 
Parental Involvement 
- “… I like being able to know what they’re learning, because then I can ask questions throughout the day.” 
- “We don’t really set academic goals, as far as grades. I know she sets that on herself…” 
- “ …. The goals are just taking notes during the lessons. Making sure that you’re studying before quizzes or tests. Setting a plan….It’s just 
making sure that she is learning the objectives.” 
- “I usually try and have them check their webmails in between each lesson that they do. They try and always finish their core classes first.” 
- “We’d like to try and get through as many lessons as possible [each day].” 
- “ I try and give them breaks too…” 
- “… Usually we work on math if she’s [student] struggling with that.” 
- “We just kind of plan things out. We’ll look at her schedule, will talk about some things. I try and let her plan some things, too…” 
- “Communication, I think, it is our biggest thing…” 
- “Even if I point out a negative, I always try and sandwich it. Positive, negative, positive.” 
Online curriculum design 
- “…they actually cover more material with virtual school.” 
- “The lessons within all the links and everything in there, too. The videos, the Discovery Education, things like that, too.” 
- “I just think the way it’s [online lessons] laid out, and the different pages [is supportive].” 
- “I use the scheduler a lot. Just to kind the change their system. I like that part, that it’s flexible.” 
Available resources 
- “[student] uses the Internet.” 
- “Their textbooks.” 
- “Call tech support.” 
- “I know [student] loves being up at the whiteboard [on the wall in basement].” 
 
Student Interview 
Teacher communication 
- “I think one-on-one help is very important. I’ve had a number of teachers in the past-actually, all of my teachers in the past have been more 
than willing to help me…” 
- “The most, way I communicate with my teachers would be either [virtual class] or webmail.” 
Parental Involvement 
- “The lesson that I think she [learning coach] helps me the most easily would be algebra or math. I tend to struggle with math on my own. 
Honestly, I wouldn’t be in honors algebra without her help.” 
- “Most of our interaction though isn’t through school, because I’m so independent. It’s more just coming here and our families are so close. 
It’s more personal interaction.” 
- “… She [learning coach] always pushes me to do my very best, even if she knows I don’t think I can do it…” 
- “her [learning coach] family and my family, they’re all really amazing support. If I need help with academics, I can go to my learning coach. 
My family has supported me pretty much anything I’ve wanted to do 
Online curriculum design 
- “instead of being in a class, I do my homework with my lesson. I save time that way. It’s more flexible…” 
- “I tend to use Discovery Education or - I don’t stick with a single website. I have many.” 
- “I would have to say it depends on the lesson. In science, the Discovery Education or BrainPOP videos I find are the most helpful.” 
Available resources 
- “I do prefer doing it [math] on the whiteboard. It’s more fun doing it on the whiteboard…” 
 
Researcher Observation 
 
- student watches a recorded virtual class 
- learning coach asks student about her virtual class schedule 
- learning coach and student work on math problems at whiteboard 
- student prints study guide for test 
- desk and chairs for student learning area 
- supplies and books in learning area 
-student using paper and calculator for math problems 
- wall mounted whiteboard; small graphing whiteboard 
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Table 16 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Academic Social Support in the Dunne Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Academic Social Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic social support is defined as the various ways in which students interact socially in the virtual school 
environment.  This is inclusive of synchronous and asynchronous peer interaction.   
Participant Perspectives 
Learning Coach Interview 
Synchronous peer interaction 
- “we try and go on field trips.” 
- “I think that’s really important…..I think with them going to [virtual classes], they get to communicate with other classmates.” 
- “… they’ll [classmates in virtual classes] work together sometimes on different projects. 
- “They’ll do like Jeopardy, and things like that [in virtual classes]. I think that helps, because that little bit of competition.” 
Asynchronous peer interaction 
No evidence 
 
Student Interview 
Synchronous peer interaction 
- “I usually go to about half of them [virtual classes]. I talk to my teachers and my classmates” 
- “I find it easier to learn and retain the information if you get different sides of the stories…. We’ll debate over different sides of the story [in 
virtual class]. We’ll bring up very good points. I find that enjoyable, very enjoyable. I think that it is very important to interact with the 
classmates, whether it’s online or in person at a field trip.” 
- “They [neighbors] go to a bricks and mortar school. I’ve met many of their friends…. we’ve been meeting at a coffee shop…. which I find 
enjoyable and a good way to relax after a long school week…. helps me focus on the school week to come.” 
Asynchronous peer interaction 
 
Researcher Observation 
No evidence of online peer interaction. 
 
Participant Household 5:  Eisen Family Narrative 
 Participant Household 5 is a family of four, including a mother, father, and two children. 
This household is referred to as the “Eisen” family.  The researcher interviewed and observed 
Mrs. “Eisen” and “Eric” (11 years old) as participants in this study.  Mrs. Eisen is the primary 
learning coach in the household for both children who are enrolled as middle school students at 
KVS.  Eric is a middle school student who is currently enrolled in the sixth grade at KVS. 
 The Eisen household is located in Pennsylvania in a suburban borough southwest of 
York.  The Eisen family lives in a single-family home consisting of an eat-in kitchen and 
living/family room on the first floor, a separate office area, and sleeping accommodations.  The 
learning area for this household alternates between the eat-in kitchen area and the students’ 
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bedrooms.  Eric generally sits at a desk in his bedroom to complete his work, but he will sit in 
the eat-in kitchen area when he is working with Mrs. Eisen.  The researcher observed Eric 
working in both learning areas the day of the observation.   
 Eric has been enrolled at KVS since first grade, and he attended a brick and mortar 
school in kindergarten.  Mrs. Eisen said the virtual school program at KVS enables her to 
individualize her students’ learning experiences more so than a brick and mortar school because 
she has the ability to align the content to fit her family’s morals, provide an environment that 
helps her instill a love of learning in her students, and support the different ways in which her 
students learn best.  Mrs. Eisen likes being a well-informed parent, and she said the virtual 
program “allows us to watch grades day in and day out, and successes and failures, and curb the 
failures before they get too deep.”  She also explained that the flexibility in the virtual school 
program is supportive of her family’s commitments and interests outside of school.  Eric said he 
enjoys virtual school because he can work at his own pace, and this enables him to have free 
time for activities he enjoys after school.        
Mrs. Eisen described Eric as smart, dedicated, and cooperative.  She explained that 
switching between the role of mother and learning coach during the day can be difficult, and it is 
helpful that Eric is respectful and listens to her guidance. Mrs. Eisen said Eric has “… to my 
surprise become extremely self-motivated which is a blessing I didn’t expect,” and he generally 
has a good attitude about his school work. Eric described himself as driven, mostly because there 
are hobbies he enjoys and looks forward to when he completes his school work each day. Eric 
stated, “I have a lot of hobbies….It’s important to me that I get school done, but I get it done 
well, quickly, so I have time to do these hobbies.” Eric explained that he strives to keep his 
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grades all A’s, and his goal is to be a grade level ahead in math when he is in eighth grade. Mrs. 
Eisen stated that she expects her students to do well and to just do their best. Mrs. Eisen 
continued, “… We try to balance effort versus outcome,” and she expects Eric to be able to 
explain to her what he has learned at the end of each lesson he completes.  Mrs. Eisen said she 
has 100% confidence that Eric will complete his lessons each week, but his daily lesson 
completion can vary depending on what is scheduled.  Eric stated he feels confident that he can 
complete his schoolwork each day.    
Mrs. Eisen shared that the family is usually up by 7:00 AM, and Eric will have breakfast, 
do his chores, and then begin his school work for the day. Mrs. Eisen creates a custom weekly 
schedule for her students based on what they have planned that week.  The schedule is a chart 
and includes a prioritized list of lessons to be completed during each school day.  She prints the 
schedule at the beginning of the week and reviews the schedule with Eric before he begins his 
work each day. Mrs. Eisen said Eric works mostly independently, but he will ask her questions if 
he needs help and sometimes he will ask her to read science or social studies text with him if he 
is having difficulty with the text.  Mrs. Eisen also helps Eric focus on his work by moving some 
lessons around on his schedule depending on what is due, and Mrs. Eisen said, “I do try to put 
portfolios more towards the beginning of the week…” because she does not want Eric to 
procrastinate when there are larger assignments.  Eric stated that he usually attends the math 
virtual class every day, and he strives to complete a minimum of four online lessons each day.  
Eric also explained that he will take a long lunch break each day, approximately one hour. 
Mrs. Eisen said that she frequently checks in on Eric since he completes most of his 
school work independently in his bedroom, because she wants to ensure he is staying focused.  
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Mrs. Eisen helps Eric stay organized, and she stated, “every Sunday I spend roughly an hour, 
little more, little less, depending on what’s going on, laying out the chart for the kids. I go over 
the portfolios before they do so I can kind of understand…”  Although Mrs. Eisen requires Eric 
to check his webmail every day, she also reads the webmail daily to ensure she is aware of any 
changes to scheduled virtual classes or assignments.  Mrs. Eisen said she works closely with Eric 
when he completes math lessons, and she helps him prepare for assessments by reviewing with 
him terms and prior assessments he has completed within the same unit.  The researcher 
observed Mrs. Eisen and Eric working together on a math lesson that contained practice 
problems for an upcoming assessment. Mrs. Eisen wrote each math question on paper for Eric, 
he then worked through each math problem using paper and a calculator periodically, and then 
he told Mrs. Eisen each answer so she could mark the answer in the online review activity.  Mrs. 
Eisen then asked Eric if he wanted to take the formal assessment alone or with her, and Eric 
stated he wanted to complete the assessment with Mrs. Eisen present.  Mrs. Eisen then opened 
the online assessment, read each question aloud to Eric, and he completed each question on 
paper. Eric selected the answers himself in the online assessment. Mrs. Eisen typed responses for 
open ended questions for Eric into the online assessment while he dictated the responses to her. 
Mrs. Eisen then submitted the assessment, and then she and Eric reviewed any incorrect answers 
together.  
Mrs. Eisen encourages Eric to read each page of his online lessons, use study guides, 
glossaries, and formula sheets, and take advantage of websites, such as Khan Academy, and 
BrainPOP videos when he needs additional support.  Eric explained that the glossaries provided 
in the lessons help him a great deal.  He said the structure of the online lessons are helpful to him 
because the lessons clearly state the objectives for the lesson and then assess what he should 
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have learned before he begins the next lesson.   Although Mrs. Eisen is supportive, she stated 
that it is important for Eric to know what resources are available to him and use them before 
asking her for help.  Both Mrs. Eisen and Eric said that they are comfortable contacting his 
teachers via telephone or webmail for help if Mrs. Eisen is unable to answer a question for Eric, 
and Eric said he considers his teachers as resources that help him be a successful student.  Both 
Mrs. Eisen and Eric are also comfortable using the online EMS and computers each day, and if 
they cannot troubleshoot technical issues themselves, they will call the technical support 
department at KVS.  Mrs. Eisen encourages attendance at the virtual classes, and she explained 
that at the beginning of each year she requires Eric to attend a handful of virtual classes provided 
by each teacher to better understand each teacher’s instruction style to determine if it aligns with 
his learning style. Mrs. Eisen said Eric prefers the virtual classes in which the teachers review the 
actual online lesson for the day, so after the virtual class ends, he can go directly into the online 
lesson and take the assessment.  This preference aligns with Eric’s goal to finish his schoolwork 
in a timely manner so he has free time for the hobbies he enjoys.  Mrs. Eisen said that since Eric 
is involved with their church, sports, and hobbies, she does not require him to interact with his 
virtual school classmates. Eric said that he does not work together with his classmates in virtual 
classes, but he said it could be interesting to work with classmates if it was an option for him 
more often.  Mrs. Eisen stated, “… Socialization is extremely important; however, it doesn’t 
have to be academic…. It’s not necessarily the school’s responsibility to provide it.”  Eric 
explained that although he does enjoy attending field trips that interest him, he does not 
necessarily attend them to interact with other classmates. Eric said, “I enjoy interacting with 
certain people. I’m not an incredibly social person. It’s just not really my thing, but sometimes 
I’ll interact with people. I have a small group of friends which I interact with.” 
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Mrs. Eisen acknowledged that her students’ success in middle school is a result of lessons 
learned in elementary school. She stated, “a lot of our success has come from the fact that we did 
trial and error during elementary school. I think what we learned through elementary school has 
helped us become successful middle school students. We taught good study habits. I taught them 
how to identify their failures and successes and to identify them early so we can celebrate or 
correct as need be.”  Mrs. Eisen believes the virtual school program at KVS is a good fit for her 
family, but she stated that this type of program may not be for everyone. While Mrs. Eisen 
appreciates the flexibility of the program and her students’ ability to work at their own pace, she 
stated, “I think there’s some families that that freedom is maybe abused and then families are 
better suited for a brick-and-mortar school.”  She also suggested that it would be beneficial to all 
virtual school families at KVS if there was a method for identifying families at the beginning of 
the school year who need extra or additional attention to succeed in the program, and adjust the 
level of family support based on each family’s needs.  Mrs. Eisen said the virtual school program 
at KVS could better support her students’ learning styles if virtual classes for an entire semester 
were prerecorded and posted to a message board at the beginning of the school year so students 
who are working at a faster pace could have access to those virtual classes at any time, rather 
than missing out on virtual classes because they are ahead of where the teacher is on the online 
planner.  Eric suggested that the courses students have every year, such as Educational 
Technology, could be tailored for each student depending on the number of years they have been 
enrolled in the program so students are not reviewing the same introductory lessons each year in 
the course.  The researcher asked Eric what advice he would give to a newly enrolled student at 
KVS, and he said, “well if you had just joined a virtual school, don’t quit or give up until at least 
half the year is over, just until about Christmas because it’s really hard from the very beginning 
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of where you started until Christmas. After that it gets a lot easier and better. Also, there are a lot 
of things in the lessons that are not required. Some of them you don’t really need to spend your 
time on. You can just skim over them, see what you need to do, and think, ‘do I know how to do 
this?’ If so, then just move on.”  Refer to Table 17 for a synopsis of highlighted in vivo evidence 
from the Eisen household as it relates to learner characteristics, Table 18 as it relates to academic 
support, and Table 19 as it relates to academic social support. 
Table 17 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Learner Characteristics in the Eisen Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Learner Characteristics 
For the purpose of this study, learner characteristics is defined as personal attributes or skills (Rice, 2006) that a student may possess or 
demonstrate in an online environment, and a student’s ability to regulate learning (Schunk, 1991), potentially impacting academic 
achievement. 1991).   Participant Perspectives 
Learning Coach Interview 
Attributes 
- “… extremely self-motivated…”  
- “… but generally it’s a good attitude, but let’s just get in there, let’s just get it done and then we can go learn about and do the things we want 
to do.” 
- “Within a week I feel great that they’ll accomplish everything. On a day-to-day basis, not so much, but I’m okay with that.” 
- “They are smart and that certainly helps…. They’re both dedicated.” 
- “… They are both obedient. When mom says this is what you’re gonna do, they’re pretty good at doing it.” 
- “… They tend to gravitate towards the first example where you can go in, be taught, take your assessment and be done. They get very 
frustrated that the spend an hour on the lesson and then send an hour in the [virtual class] and then take their assessment.” 
- “I had that [chart] off to them and they go and do their thing.  They will come to me and they’ll ask questions.” 
Skills 
No evidence. 
 
Student Interview 
Attributes 
- “it’s pretty important to me that I do fairly well in school.” 
- “Usually, I’d like to get all A’s for the whole semester…. I also want to get ahead in math so that by the time I’m in eighth grade I can be in 
geometry.” 
- “Normally I feel like I’ll be able to complete my school fairly well…. I feel pretty confident.” 
- “The only real break I really take during school time is for lunch, and that I usually take a fairly long break, usually about an hour.” 
- “I enjoy interacting with certain people. I’m not an incredibly social person. It’s just not really my thing…” 
- “I am normally very driven to get school done…. It’s important to me that I get school done, but I get it done well, quickly, so I have time to 
do those hobbies.” 
Skills 
- “I’m very comfortable with using the computer.” 
 
Researcher Observation 
- student checks webmail                                                                                        - student asks learning coach for help with math 
- student is not taking any notes                                                                              - student is navigating the EMS 
- student listens to radio while completing lessons                                                 - student is using a calculator 
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Table 18 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Academic Support in the Eisen Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Academic Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic support is defined as the various ways in which the virtual school structure supports a student (Rice, 
2006), including teacher communication, parental involvement, online curriculum design, and resources. Participant Perspe tives 
 
Learning Coach Interview 
Teacher communication 
- “[Virtual classes] for math.” 
- “We read the webmail’s faithfully. We organize them.” 
- “Teachers are great one we’ve gotten into a pickle…. The teachers have been great. They are always available.” 
Parental involvement 
- “I try to teach them balance, okay, we want a decent effort-we want a good effort to get a decent outcome, but it doesn’t have to be a 
perfect outcome…. I don’t have to have their best, but it needs to be somewhere close.” 
- “… I fully expect them at the end of a lesson to come to me and share what they’ve learned.” 
- “I frequently get asked to read things like science or social studies…. It’s just sometimes they want to get it done quicker…” 
- “I generally let it up to the kids to let them tell me what they want to work on …. I do try to put portfolios more towards the beginning…” 
- “So far this year math has probably been 50-50 between the teacher and myself…. We went away for Thanksgiving…. He [Eric] got a few 
lessons behind…. It was just easier for me to teach it to him.” 
- “I think what we learned through elementary school has helped us become successful middle school students. We taught good study 
habits.” 
- “Sixth grade is when I started requiring that you go through your webmail thing you get your folders and you organize them, but I go 
through them too.” 
- “I do suggest they very clearly read every page of [online lessons]…. They don’t necessarily have to do everything on the page…” 
- “We’ve gotten much better at recognizing when breaks are needed.” 
- “Every Sunday I spend roughly an hour, little more, little less, depending on what’s going on, laying out the chart for the kids. I go over the 
portfolios before they do so I can kind of understand…”   
Online curriculum design 
- “I think virtual schooling is very good for motivated families that want to individualize their kid’s learning and to focus on their kids.” 
- “It also allows us to watch grades day in and day out…” 
- “The kids can work in a way that’s best for them.” 
- “The glossaries.” 
- “They love the BrainPOP movies.” 
Available resources 
- “I give them the chart. I work on that Sunday night and then we’d spend maybe five minutes just briefly going over the chart, here’s what’s 
coming up. I asked them if they have any questions. I hand that off to them and they go and do their thing.” 
- “We love the study guides [provided by teachers]. The study guides are fantastic.” 
- “There’s Facebook pages for the schools for parents and then from families.” 
- “All else fails, I’ll call tech support.” 
 
Student Interview 
Teacher communication 
- “… normally I only do my math [virtual classes]…” 
- “... usually I just email them [teachers] if I’m having trouble with a [assignment] or [assessment] and call them if need to be.” 
Parental involvement 
- “my mom will normally print out a chart, and I can put in a dry erase sleeve, that way I can cross it off when I’m done. She has a chart for 
the whole week, and it’s organized in days. Each day has four lessons.” 
- “She’ll [learning coach] go through my [assessments] and ask me the questions I got wrong to see if I learned them after I got it wrong. We 
go through the glossary a lot when we are trying to review.” 
- “… if I’m struggling reading, she [learning coach] will normally read to me for some of it.” 
Online curriculum design 
- “I like the virtual school a lot better because you can work ahead, and you have more free time, and you can work at your own pace.” 
- “… I always go over to the glossary before [assessments]…” 
- “Well, sometimes I’ll use Kahn Academy…” 
- “The keyword, the objectives on the first tab of the lesson are always helpful to me.” 
Available resources 
- “… If I’m doing a [assignment] where I need research or anything like that, usually I’ll just Google it…” 
 
Researcher Observation 
- students and learning coach review the day’s schedule                                              - student is using a calculator 
- learning coaches logged into education management system                                     - student is using a chart provided by learning coach 
- student and learning coach work together to review math an assessment                  - student watches video in lesson; desk in bedroom 
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Table 19 
 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Academic Social Support in the Eisen Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Academic Social Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic social support is defined as the various ways in which students interact socially in the virtual school 
environment.  This is inclusive of synchronous and asynchronous peer interaction.   
Participant Perspectives 
 
Learning Coach Interview 
 
Synchronous peer interaction 
- “it’s nice, but it’s not a requirement. We get a lot of social activity outside of the home…” 
- “They’ve interacted with some kids on field trips, but yeah, there’s not a lot of examples in our history.” 
- “My thoughts on that is socialization is extremely important; however, it doesn’t have to be academic. It can be if your socialization comes 
from academic circles, that’s great, but ours comes like I said a lot from [extracurricular activities]…. It’s not necessarily the school’s 
responsibility to provide it.” 
Asynchronous peer interaction 
 
Student Interview 
 
Synchronous peer interaction 
- “it doesn’t really bother me much [not being social].” 
- “ I usually don’t work together with my classmates much. That’s not really an option to me very often.” 
- “… Field trips, I think, help me figure out what I wanted to when I get older and help me find some interests.” 
- “I have a small group of friends which I interact with.” 
Asynchronous peer interaction 
 
Researcher Observation 
 
Synchronous peer interaction 
No evidence. 
Asynchronous peer interaction 
No evidence. 
 
Participant Household 6:  Flores Family Narrative 
 Participant Household 6 is a family of four, including a mother, father, and two children. 
This household is referred to as the “Flores” family.  The researcher interviewed and observed 
Mrs. “Flores” and “Faith” (11 years old) as participants in this study.  Mrs. Flores is the primary 
learning coach in the household for both children who are enrolled as students at KVS.  Faith is a 
middle school student who is currently enrolled in the sixth grade at KVS. 
 The Flores family resides in a suburban community in northeastern Pennsylvania.  The 
Flores family lives in a single-family home consisting of a large open kitchen and family room 
area, a living area, and classroom area on the first floor.  The classroom area of the home is 
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located in a front room of the house that may have been previously designated as the dining 
room.  The classroom area contains a table and chairs, cabinets, and school supplies, and this 
room is utilized mostly for the younger student in the household.  Faith’s learning area is the 
kitchen, and she usually sits at the kitchen countertop each day while completing her 
schoolwork.  The researcher observed Faith completing her online lessons while in the kitchen, 
sitting at the countertop.   
 Faith has been enrolled at KVS since fourth grade, and she attended a public brick and 
mortar school prior to attending KVS.  Mrs. Flores explained that she decided to enroll Faith in 
KVS because Faith was not learning to be an independent learner at her previous school.  Mrs. 
Flores said, instead, Faith was learning to be a good test-taker, “... which is what actually turned 
me off, the goal is not so much to create an independent learner, it’s more to teach the child how 
to test and take the test and be proficient on it.”  Mrs. Flores also stated that she was concerned 
because “… Faith was losing the love of learning that I had worked so hard to instill on her. 
From the point that she was born we made learning a motivator for us. We made learning 
something that we enjoyed not because we would get a grade on it. I try so hard to separate the 
two. You learn not to get a grade; you learn because it’s something that fills you.”  Mrs. Flores 
said that since Faith has been enrolled at KVS, “we were able to get that back…” and “the virtual 
school gives us the opportunity to really think about what we’re learning and why we’re learning 
it.”  Mrs. Flores believes Faith is benefiting from the virtual school program because “it doesn’t 
provide a strict structure and it doesn’t guide her thinking,” and she said Faith is learning skills in 
middle school that will eventually help her as an adult.  Faith explained that she did not feel 
challenged at her previous school, even though she was in an enrichment program, and she said 
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she enjoys having time for extracurricular activities in the virtual school program since she is 
able to finish her lessons earlier in the day.  
Mrs. Flores described Faith as smart, competitive, self-managing, and an active learner.  
Mrs. Flores said, “she’s got pride in learning, she has, I feel, respect for education, for learning 
new things. She understands that there is a value in it.” Mrs. Flores explained that Faith is 
conscientious; regularly checking her work, applying what she is learning, and communicating 
regularly with her teachers. The researcher observed Faith taking notes and checking her 
webmail, and she appeared to be completing all of the activities in her online lessons, supporting 
Mrs. Flores’s description of Faith as a conscientious student.  Faith described herself as a 
perfectionist, and she said sometimes she is not finished her lessons until 8:00 PM. Faith stated, 
“It is very important that I do well in school or else I freak out. I start tearing up. I always check 
my grades to make sure that I’m a 90+ and I’m working to 100.”  Faith described herself as 
confident, and she said that she learns from her mistakes.  Aside from academic goals, Faith 
shared that she already has career goals in mind.  Mrs. Flores said that Faith sees her education 
as “… a stepping stone to get to her goals. She takes pride in it…”  Mrs. Flores does not set 
academic goals for Faith regarding grades, but she does expect her to be resourceful and research 
information when she encounters something she does not know.  The researcher observed Faith 
navigating the Internet to search for information she needed for a Health lesson about nutrition, 
which is evidence of Faith’s resourcefulness.   
Faith is involved in extracurricular activities, and Mrs. Flores said since Faith interacts 
with her peers after school, she is not concerned with the level of interaction she may or may not 
have with her classmates in her virtual classes.  Mrs. Flores explained that sometimes it is 
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beneficial when Faith discusses school with her peers who do not attend KVS because there have 
been occasions where she knew more information than they did about a subject, and she was able 
to explain or help them with a homework problem.  Mrs. Flores said that this type of situation 
makes Faith more aware of all that she is learning in the virtual school program.  Faith said most 
of her interaction in the virtual school program at KVS is with her teachers, but she does enjoy 
opportunities to interact with her classmates in virtual classes, even if some classmates interact 
and contribute to group work more than others.  Mrs. Flores clarified that if Faith does make a 
connection with a classmate and wants to meet with a classmate in person, she does support it.   
Mrs. Flores shared that her learning coach philosophy is “not the sage on stage but the 
guide on the side,” and she encourages conversations about school work, but she does not want 
to guide Faith too much.  Mrs. Flores said, “… I want to hear her voice and there was a point that 
I kept hearing mine and I didn’t want that. I wanted her to see it her way.”  The researcher 
observed Mrs. Flores and Faith discussing an assessment Faith completed, and Mrs. Flores was 
asking Faith to explain her rationale for her answers before sharing her opinion.  Faith works 
mostly independently, and she explained that she is not sure what her strategy is for lesson 
completion because it all depends on what is planned for the day.  Faith said her school day 
begins with her serving herself breakfast, and then she will usually complete a couple of lessons, 
attend a virtual class, and then take a break.  Faith tries to take an hour-long lunch at noon every 
day, and she said a long lunch helps her relax.  After that, she will complete her remaining 
lessons for the day. The researcher observed Faith taking breaks while completing her online 
lessons, and during one of her breaks, Faith went into a separate exercise room where she was 
able to practice physical skills for one of her extracurricular activities.  Faith said that she tries to 
get to bed by 10:00 PM every night, she often talks to her brother during the day for interaction, 
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and regularly checks her gradebook; these were the activities she said helped her be successful in 
school.  Faith also said, with a light touch about Mrs. Flores, “She pushes me hard to my limits.”  
Mrs. Flores shared that at the end of each day she asks Faith to discuss what she has learned and 
express her opinions about what she has learned, too. 
   Mrs. Flores said Faith is a visual learner who also enjoys hands-on projects or any 
projects in which she can express her viewpoints.  Mrs. Flores thinks the virtual classes and the 
videos embedded in the online lessons are supportive of Faith’s learning style.  Mrs. Flores said 
Faith regularly participates in her virtual classes, either typing in the discussion pod or using her 
microphone to speak, which is indicative of Faith’s inclination to share her opinion.  The 
researcher observed Faith in a virtual class, and she was typing regularly in the discussion pod 
and also using other virtual classroom tools to write on the classroom screen as part of an 
activity.  Faith said she enjoys the videos in her lessons, especially BrainPOP.  Faith said she 
uses her textbooks some of the time, but it depends on the subject or the lesson, and she is 
comfortable with using the Internet to help her find information for lessons.  The researcher 
observed Faith toggling between her online lessons and the Internet to look for information more 
than once, which is evidence of her computer skills. 
Mrs. Flores said, overall, the flexibility of the program enables her family to have a life 
outside of school. Mrs. Flores said she and Faith can manage their day so they are able to 
participate in the extracurricular activities that Faith enjoys so much.  Mrs. Flores shared that the 
virtual school program at KVS could better support Faith if the virtual classes always aligned 
with the lessons on her planner.  She also suggested a four-day school week, having the fifth day 
designated each week as a field trip day where students would interact with each other and apply 
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what they are learning through hands-on, in-person projects. Mrs. Flores thinks it would be ideal 
if the virtual school program itself could diagnose and adjust to each student’s learning style, 
possibly providing more structure and support when needed.  The researcher asked Faith what 
advice she might give to a new student at KVS, and she said, “Do not procrastinate, and if you 
feel stressed out or if you are studying or anything, take a break, do something active, don’t do a 
video game that you can get sucked into for an hour and don’t watch TV.”  Refer to Table 20 for 
a synopsis of highlighted in vivo evidence from the Flores household as it relates to learner 
characteristics, Table 21 as it relates to academic support, and Table 22 as it relates to academic 
social support. 
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Table 20 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Learner Characteristics in the Flores Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Learner Characteristics 
For the purpose of this study, learner characteristics is defined as personal attributes or skills (Rice, 2006) that a student may possess or 
demonstrate in an online environment, and a student’s ability to regulate learning (Schunk, 1991), potentially impacting academic 
achievement. 
Participant Perspectives 
 
Learning Coach Interview 
Attributes 
- “Very often that’s the kind of learning style that she [student] has…. Find the right answer and be able to have that conversation.” 
- “Definitely she [student] feels that this [school] is very important. She feels it’s a stepping stone to get to her goals. She takes pride in it…” 
- “… she [student] actively does things to change [improve her grades].” 
- “She’s [student] always self managing, which is really important, and making sure that she’s getting to where she needs to be.” 
- “She [student] , for the most part, I would say 98% of the time she completes her lessons daily.” 
- “She’s [student]… initiated conversations with the teachers when she doesn’t understand something...” 
- “… the visual, the hands-on, the little projects that she [student] has that she does work on. She loves those projects…” 
- “She’s [student]got pride in learning, she has, I feel, respect for education, for learning new things.  She understands that there is a value in 
it. She’s got a competitive side…. She’s pretty smart, she’s an active learner, and active participant of what she’s learning.” 
Skills 
- “We don’t even look at that [standardized test scores] when we receive the scores, it doesn’t really say much to me about who she is.” 
- “… Now she [student] could go into PowerPoint and create a whole presentation…. She can do the same thing with Excel….Word.” 
- “… She [student] make sure she checks everything, make sure that her teachers are writing back and forth, really looks at the feedback that 
the teachers are giving and really applies it.” 
 
Student Interview 
Attributes 
- “Well, I try not to stay up pretty late because sometimes I stay up until 8 o’clock [p.m.] doing lessons…” 
- “It is very important that I do well in school …. I always check my grades to make sure that I’m a 90+ and I’m working to 100.” 
- “I always feel I will get it [schoolwork] done and if I have an overdue lesson, I go straight for that one.” 
- “… I usually do like one or two lessons and I take a break and then I complete the rest of half of my lessons for the day. Then I have an hour 
lunch break from 12 o’clock to 1 o’clock [p.m.] and I just relax. I play Minecraft.  I watch YouTube and I eat lunch during that time.” 
- “I’m pretty independent.” 
- “… a perfectionist, and I would say confident…” 
- “I did a project that was due next morning, it taught me to do the stuff right away and to not procrastinate on it.” 
- “I take frequent breaks so that I could refresh my mind and… I interact with my brother because it’s good to get some interaction and isn’t 
on the computer or online.” 
Skills 
- “I am pretty comfortable [using a computer].” 
 
Researcher Observation 
- the student takes a 15-minute break to be active on a playset in another room; - the student sips on a drink and has a snack 
- student helps a learning coach with a lesson for younger brother 
- student asks learning coach for clarification with an assessment question 
- student is actively completing activities from online lesson; - student is taking notes in a notebook; student checks her webmail 
- student navigating the EMS and the Internet; student is toggling between desktop tabs 
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Table 21 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Academic Support in the Flores Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Academic Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic support is defined as the various ways in which the virtual school structure supports a student (Rice, 
2006), including teacher communication, parental involvement, online curriculum design, and resources. 
Participant Perspectives 
 
Learning Coach Interview 
Teacher communication 
- “She [student] tends to be very active in the [virtual classes].” 
- “… when she [student] thinks something’s wrong she’ll webmail them [teachers] quickly and they respond right away or they might ask if 
they can call her.” 
- “They [teachers] are constantly there and depending on what she [student] submits to them, then they act on it.” 
Parental involvement 
- “I try to make her [student]a researcher.” 
- “…we [parents]made learning a motivator for us. We made learning something that we enjoyed not because we would get a grade on it.” 
- “The only thing I usually say is if you don’t know it, find out.” 
- “… It’s more me trying to get her [student]to relax a little bit about it [completing lessons].” 
- “Not the sage on stage but the guide on the side…” 
-“… we’re [parents] just there as a resource. I used to jump and be that one person that guided her thoughts and I don’t do that anymore 
because I want to hear her voice and there was a point that I kept hearing mine and I didn’t want that.” 
- “I don’t [prioritize her lessons for her].” 
- “I tend to give a lot of examples and I tend to make it real for her, bring it out of the textbook, bring it out of that situation…. Making it real, 
I think, makes the learning more solid I feel. It’s all based on conversation.” 
- “… I just tend to remind her [student] of life. Don’t take it so seriously, you don’t have to always have 100.” 
- “That’s how I assess if she [student] knows it or not. If she’s able to put it into her words and put her opinions and it.” 
Online curriculum design 
- “The virtual school gives us the opportunity to really think about what we’re learning and why we’re learning it.” 
- “It doesn’t provide a strict structure and it doesn’t guide her thinking.” 
- “... We change it to accommodate the extracurricular stuff that we want to do….That flexibility is really what helps us…” 
- “She’s [student] able to be a leader within that setting [virtual classes].” 
- “I like the [virtual classes], if they would align it… it wouldn’t feel like she has eight lessons instead of four.” 
- “... The introduction to her lessons. The way it’s introduce can set the whole learning, if it’s going to happen or if it’s not.” 
Available resources 
- “… Mainly I’d say, if you don’t know it Google it…” 
- “If I can’t fix it then tech support, all the time.” 
 
Student Interview 
Teacher communication 
- “sometimes I go to the [virtual classes] but anything else that I have a question about I usually send them [teachers] a webmail.” 
Parental involvement 
- “She [learning coach] pushes me hard to my limits… Not really, but she pushes me…. She had been a sixth grade teacher so she has all the 
strategies…” 
Online curriculum design 
- “I love that I have time for my extra activities…. I also get to spend time with my brother because he’s always here.” 
- “I usually don’t go to the [virtual classes] because they don’t align with the lessons that I work on now so it takes up a lot of my time…… I 
figured that not going to [virtual classes] has actually helped me out.” 
- “I usually like the videos.” 
Available resources 
- “I use Google Chrome and I surf the web but I do not use Wikipedia.” 
- “I use my textbooks like my social studies one.” 
 
Researcher Observation 
- student attend a virtual class 
- learning coach periodically checks in on student 
- learning coach asks student to explain what she’s learning 
- learning coach submits assessment for student 
- student uses headset in a virtual class 
- student completes and online assessment 
- student is watching a video in an online lesson 
- front room in house dedicated to school; table, chairs, supplies 
- student uses a notebook and pencil sharpener 
- student uses Google 
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Table 22 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Academic Social Support in the Flores Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Academic Social Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic social support is defined as the various ways in which students interact socially in the virtual school 
environment.  This is inclusive of synchronous and asynchronous peer interaction.   
Participant Perspectives 
 
Learning Coach Interview 
Synchronous peer interaction 
- “I don’t think she gets much of that [interaction with classmates] right now.  When she does go to the [virtual classes] she does it chat back-
and-forth…. She gets her extracurricular activities and she’s with peers after the school time…. The fact that she doesn’t get much of it [in 
school] it’s not detrimental in my opinion…” 
- “If there is a time that she does interact, there was a friend she met through here and she attended her birthday party, I do make it a point to 
support…. I don’t actively go looking to make a connection for her.” 
- “She’s able to be a leader within that setting [virtual classes].” 
- “They [students in the virtual class] had that opportunity to do the whole debate. That was a good thing to see.” 
- “For [extracurricular activity] some girls they go to a brick and mortar, they bring their homework so they’re working on things that are in 
the same grade that she [student] feels like,’ what? You don’t know that?’ She explains to them…. She’s told me, they don’t know this or they 
don’t know that.” 
Asynchronous peer interaction 
No evidence. 
 
Student Interview 
Synchronous peer interaction 
- “I usually interact with my teachers mostly, but my friends, if it’s in a [virtual class] and we do something called breakout rooms, I interact 
with them…” 
- “It’s somewhat important [to have a chance to interact with classmates]” 
- “we do breakout rooms…. Some people in my class they don’t really work. They just sit back and then when the teacher comes into the 
room… They go ahead and they start pretending that they did the work. Then the kids that did the work, their helpful…” 
- “Sometimes I do field trips. I’ve only- I met one person but that was last year.” 
Asynchronous peer interaction 
No evidence. 
 
Researcher Observation 
- student is actively engaged in the virtual class, typing and using the virtual class whiteboard 
- no evidence of asynchronous peer interaction 
 
 
Participant Household 7:  Garcia Family Narrative 
 Participant Household 7 is a family of seven, including a mother, father, and five 
children. This household is referred to as the “Garcia” family.  The researcher interviewed and 
observed Mrs. “Garcia” and “Gregory” (14 years old) as participants in this study.  Mrs. Garcia 
is the primary learning coach in the household for four children who are enrolled as students at 
KVS.  Gregory is a middle school student who is currently enrolled in the eighth grade at KVS. 
 The Garcia family resides in a suburban community in the northeast region of 
Pennsylvania, close to both the New Jersey and New York state borders.  The Garcia family lives 
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in a split-level single-family home consisting of an eat-in kitchen and a living room area on the 
upper floor, which is the only area of the home the researcher observed.  The learning area 
includes both the eat-in kitchen area and living room area, depending on the student.  Gregory 
generally sits at the kitchen table while completing his schoolwork, along with another middle 
school student in the household.       
 Gregory has been enrolled at KVS since kindergarten, and he has not attended any other 
public school besides KVS.  Mrs. Garcia explained that her students who are currently enrolled 
at KVS have never been to a traditional brick and mortar school, and Mrs. Garcia said she 
enrolled Gregory in virtual school because she did not want anyone else raising her child during 
the day. She also said, “… we’re a very health conscious family, and I didn’t really want them 
exposed to cafeteria food. I don’t believe that that promotes good learning.”  Mrs. Garcia also 
believes that children should not feel forced to awaken in the morning to be at a school by a 
particular time, and she currently allows her children to sleep until they wake up on their own 
each day.  Mrs. Garcia explained that her students remain in the virtual school program because 
of “… outside influence….I feel like our society does a bad job of raising respectable teenagers,” 
and Mrs. Garcia is not supportive of the structure of a school day in a traditional brick-and-
mortar school. She stated, “I feel like traditional schooling constrains the children from a lot of 
things I think children need. I think that they need breaks from their school. It can’t be 
continuously learn, learn, learn. Sit in the chair, learn, learn, learn, sit, sit, sit, sit, sit in the 
chair…. I don’t think the child should have to raise her hand to go to the bathroom. I don’t think 
a child should not have access to a glass of water.”  Ultimately, Mrs. Garcia believes that the 
home environment is better than the traditional school environment. Gregory said the virtual 
school program at KVS lets him learn at his own pace, and he likes the flexibility of the program. 
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Gregory commented that he enjoys not waking up at 5:30 AM or 6:30 AM in the morning to wait 
for a school bus to take him to a school.    
Mrs. Garcia described Gregory as having a “type A” personality, and he strives to do well 
each day.  Mrs. Garcia said Gregory also enjoys learning, and he rarely, if ever, complains about 
school. Mrs. Garcia said “he has a thirst for knowledge” and an amazing memory, explaining he 
can accurately remember facts he has learned either through his school lessons or even via a 
television show.  The researcher observed that Gregory was not taking notes while completing 
his lessons, indicating Gregory may be able to remember important information included in his 
lessons without taking notes. Gregory described himself as driven to complete his schoolwork, 
but he wants to understand what he learns, too.  He said doing well in school is very important to 
him, and he strives to maintain at least a 90% grade in his courses at all times. Gregory said he 
feels confident about successfully completing his lessons each day, but sometimes he does feel 
nervous when taking tests because he wants to do well. Mrs. Garcia expects Gregory to finish his 
lessons within a reasonable amount of time, and she said she feels 100% confident that he will 
complete his lessons each day.  She does not set any other goals for him other than to enjoy 
himself each day while he is learning. Gregory shared that it is important for him to learn about 
his interests and passions, one of which is social studies, since he already thinks about what he 
might pursue as a career.   
Mrs. Garcia stated, “part of our routine is almost not having a set routine. I don’t wake 
them up, so they all get up whenever they get up,” and then Mrs. Garcia ensures everyone eats 
breakfast. She said there have been days when Gregory has slept in late and other days when he 
is up and already working on schoolwork before everyone else in the household is awake.  
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Gregory said he usually wakes up between 8:00 AM and 9:00 AM, and he makes himself 
breakfast. Mrs. Garcia said she allows Gregory to choose which lessons he completes each day, 
but she prefers that he complete his core course lessons, such as math, language arts, science, and 
social studies, before completing other lessons on his planner. Gregory said he does do his core 
lessons first, and he usually completes social studies first because that is his favorite subject, and 
sometimes he will save science as one of his last lessons before completing other courses such as 
educational technology, art, and health. Gregory said if lessons have larger assessments in them, 
he will save them for later in the day and focus on completing the easier lessons first.  The 
researcher observed Gregory asking Mrs. Garcia if he could submit a project the next day, and 
Mrs. Garcia agreed, but then Gregory realized the lesson did not permit him to do so, which is 
evidence of him prioritizing his lessons.  Gregory explained that he has lunch each day at noon 
for approximately one hour, and he takes several breaks throughout the day that are 
approximately 15 minutes long.  The researcher observed Gregory taking a 20-minute break after 
completing two lessons, and he interacted with his brother in the living room, playing a game 
during this time.  Gregory said that Mrs. Garcia enforces break time because sometimes he loses 
track of time and can be sitting in front of his computer for an extended period of time.  If 
Gregory has any overdue lessons at any point during the week, Mrs. Garcia prefers to reschedule 
them so he does not become stressed about overdue lessons.  Mrs. Garcia said she encourages 
Gregory to maintain communication with his teachers through webmail or phone calls if he has 
questions, and sometimes he attends virtual classes, but Gregory usually watches the recordings 
of the virtual classes. Mrs. Garcia said Gregory works mostly independently, but she does make 
sure he is aware of project due dates, and she will give him her opinion and act as his “sounding 
board” when needed.  
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Mrs. Garcia explained that Gregory “… can absorb information from many mediums. He 
can read it, he can absorb it. He can watch a video, he can absorb it,” and she shared that all of 
her children learn differently and that it has taken her some time to understand each of their 
learning styles.  Mrs. Garcia shared that Gregory uses several online resources to help him with 
his lessons, including the school message boards, Kahn Academy, YouTube, Wikipedia, and 
BrainPOP.  Gregory said he finds BrainPOP amusing, and the researcher observed Gregory 
viewing various videos embedded in his lessons. Gregory said he often utilizes his textbooks as a 
resource when he completes his lessons, and sometimes he will use the online version of a 
textbook if his paper textbook is not nearby.  The researcher observed Gregory’s textbooks 
stacked next to his laptop on the kitchen table, and he referred to them several times while 
completing his lessons and assessments.   Mrs. Garcia said she also views the library as a 
valuable resource for her family because it exposes them to many different topics, and she said 
she takes her children there at least once a week.  Mrs. Garcia also views the teachers at KVS as 
a resource, and she explained she has always received help from teachers when she has called 
with questions.  Gregory said even though he does not interact frequently with his teachers, they 
help him by permitting him to revise his work for more credit if he would like to improve an 
assessment grade, and he said the virtual classes are helpful when he attends. Mrs. Garcia said 
being able to see the student gradebook online at any time is an important resource, because she 
and Gregory can both view his progress and make adjustments if he needs to review a concept 
again. Mrs. Garcia stated the online planner is also helpful because there is no question about 
what lessons need to be completed for the week, and she can rearrange lessons as a learning 
coach for her students when she needs to do so. 
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Mrs. Garcia explained that Gregory participates in extracurricular activities, and she 
believes the type of interaction Gregory has with his friends each day after school is important. 
Mrs. Garcia continued, “I feel like classmates have value, but the value they have is not social. I 
feel like it’s really important to have the opinions of others,” but she said it is not very important 
to her that Gregory has opportunities to interact socially with his virtual school classmates.  Mrs. 
Garcia explained that Gregory’s interaction with friends after school is in a “controlled setting,” 
and he is learning about the importance of teamwork, communication, and respect. Gregory said 
that interacting with his friends after school helps him to calm down, enabling him to be ready 
for the next day. Mrs. Garcia stated, “I feel like it’s more important for children to spend time 
with intelligent people, not just peers.” Gregory said he interacts sometimes with his peers in his 
virtual classes, and said, “I wish I could more, but I am a little bit more of an independent kind of 
learner and student. I have friends out there in the real world that I know much better than my 
classmates, so I would rather do that than try and get to know people that I haven’t seen before.” 
Gregory shared that at times in his virtual classes he has been able to take a leadership role in 
group activities, and he does think that type of interaction is beneficial to him.  He also said 
activities involving teamwork in the virtual classroom are helpful to him.  Mrs. Garcia explained 
that the family does not usually attend school field trips mostly because it is logistically difficult 
since all of her children are different ages and enrolled in different grades, and she is the sole 
caretaker home during the day. 
  Both Mrs. Garcia and Gregory indicated they are comfortable utilizing the EMS and 
computers each day as part of the virtual school program. The researcher observed Gregory 
using the Internet to search for definitions and toggling between different windows on his laptop 
screen, indicating that he is indeed comfortable with using the computer. Gregory explained that 
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he will usually attempt to troubleshoot any computer issues himself, and if he is having difficulty 
he will then ask one of his parents for help or try to locate a solution on the Internet. Mrs. Garcia 
said she has contacted the technical support department at KVS for assistance, and she said, 
“they’re very wonderful…” 
  While Mrs. Garcia said she is very fond of the virtual school program at KVS, she has 
recently considered traditionally homeschooling Gregory. She said she believes Gregory should 
be learning more life skills that will help him as an adult rather than spending time learning 
topics that may be of no benefit to him in the future. She provided some examples of life skills, 
such as basic first aid, how to use a credit card responsibly, and how to apply for a mortgage.  
She believes the program could be more personalized towards each student’s interests, and “the 
curriculum needs to change to suit the reality of now.”  Gregory himself said he would like to be 
able to take more courses that truly interest him.  Mrs. Garcia acknowledged that there have been 
times when it has been difficult keeping her children focused, because they are in their home in 
front of computers all day each day, but she believes ultimately Gregory’s passion for learning is 
what keeps him focused and helps him be a successful student.  Mrs. Garcia said Gregory wants 
to attend virtual school, which contributes to his high level of cooperation working with Mrs. 
Garcia.  The researcher asked Gregory what advice he might give to a new student at KVS, and 
he suggested every student get at least eight hours of sleep each night, eat a breakfast every day, 
and find a good, quiet place in the house to do your work. Gregory said, “… What I would add 
that makes me a successful student is to focus, focus, focus, and not get distracted.”  Refer to 
Table 23 for a synopsis of highlighted in vivo evidence from the Garcia household as it relates to 
learner characteristics, Table 24 as it relates to academic support, and Table 25 as it relates to 
academic social support. 
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Table 23 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Learner Characteristics in the Garcia Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Learner Characteristics 
For the purpose of this study, learner characteristics is defined as personal attributes or skills (Rice, 2006) that a student may possess or 
demonstrate in an online environment, and a student’s ability to regulate learning (Schunk, 1991), potentially impacting academic 
achievement. 
Participant Perspectives 
 
Learning Coach Interview 
Attributes 
- “He’s [student] a pretty on target learner. He does his lessons and when he has a problem he calls the teacher and there’s always support.” 
- “I feel like he [student] really loves school and really loves cyber schooling and he has a good attitude too towards learning. He wants to 
learn.” 
- “I feel 100% sure he will be able to finish his lessons by the end of the day.  [Student] is a self-starter. He’s driven to get that work done.” 
- “At this point he’s [student] completely independent of me, unless he’s having a really big problem.” 
- “… He [student] can absorb information from many mediums. He can read it. He can absorb it. He can watch a video he can absorb it.” 
- “He’s [student] of visual learner. Reading it for him is not the best medium.” 
- “[Student’s] a type A.  [Student] is very driven to do the best at what he’s doing…. he enjoys learning. He has a thirst for knowledge.” 
- “He [student ] has focus, he has respect.” 
- “He [student] wants to learn.” 
- “What makes him [student] successful is he’s cooperative.” 
Skills 
- “…my children do [have confidence using computer] because we’ve been using it for so long.” 
 
Student Interview 
Attributes 
- “It [doing well in school] is very, very important to me. I mean if I don’t finish this, I don’t have any words.” 
- “… I want to get at least 90% or over in every course that I’m in and at least 92% overall at the end of the school year.” 
- “I feel confident for every lesson, but sometimes I may sort of overreact if I get about two or three questions wrong.” 
- “… I’m kind of nervous about [longer assessments], but the rest I’m confident that I can do my best and even if I get at least one or two 
questions wrong, it shouldn’t matter that much.” 
- “Well, at 12 o’clock to 1 o’clock [p.m.] I have lunch and when I complete enough lessons, every once in a while a 10 to 15 minute break is 
in order.” 
- “How I do it is I look at the lessons. And based on what I like and what my interest for what I’m going to be when I grow up our, I know 
which [lessons] to do first.” 
- “[Extracurricular activity] helps to kind of calm me down so that I can work better the next time I do schoolwork.” 
- “… I’m kind of driven to complete my schoolwork… I want to understand what I’m learning before I go into the assessment.” 
- “… I follow my regular daily basis and if I have [assignments] I just calm down and try to get help from my mom/learning coach and call 
teachers whenever I need to…” 
Skills 
- “I feel very comfortable most of the time [using a computer] because without it how would I do my lessons? 
 
Researcher Observation 
- student is check webmail 
- student periodically talks out loud, answering questions from his lesson 
- student is helping sibling with an online video 
- student takes a break; has a snack 
- student is double checking answers; using textbook during assessment 
- student is navigating the EMS and Internet 
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Table 24 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Academic Support in the Garcia Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Academic Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic support is defined as the various ways in which the virtual school structure supports a student (Rice, 
2006), including teacher communication, parental involvement, online curriculum design, and resources. 
Participant Perspectives 
 
Learning Coach Interview 
Teacher communication 
- “That’s how he interacts mostly by phone and webmail.” 
- “I do not enforce [virtual classes] because I feel like [virtual classes] take up too much time. My children actually do watch the 
recordings….If they need it.” 
- “The rubric sometimes can be a little bit hazy. I do, I say,’ [student] webmail the teacher or call the teacher.’” 
- “A lot of times the interaction’s he [student] has with the teachers are clarifying what they want.” 
- “There’s never been a time when I didn’t call a teacher that I didn’t get help.” 
Parental involvement 
- “daily goals for my son are to reasonably finish lessons to get us done with the school year on time…. I would love for him to finish one of 
each core subject every day.” 
- “My goals for my son are to enjoy learning, that’s it.” 
- “I do not wake up my children. Whenever my kids wake up, that’s when they wake up…. Part of our routine is almost not having a set 
routine.” 
- “… The only routine is they wake up and they must eat breakfast before they start school work.” 
- “I make sure that he [student] doesn’t forget about those important things when he gets engrossed in whatever he’s doing.” 
- “I’m here to facilitate and I give my opinions or help him to maybe tweak some stuff and give it a more grown-up point of view.” 
- “Getting 100 on everything it’s not as important as understanding the work…. I just support him.” 
- “I enforce breaks. [Student] is a worker so he would sit there all day for five hours straight staring at the computer and working on learning.” 
- “… I enforce summertime learning. I don’t believe in the system of having two months off in the middle of the summer.” 
- “I look at that gradebook for all of my students every single day.” 
Online curriculum design 
- “I feel like virtual schooling gives my child an opportunity to explore his interests more…. If he is learning something he really wants to 
learn about, he doesn’t have to wait tomorrow for the next lesson.” 
- “I think the beauty of our virtual school is that you have the ability to adjust the scheduler. I think that gives you a lot of freedom…” 
- “Kahn Academy is a big deal for math.… BrainPOP is a great resource.” 
- “… you need the gradebook. Because you need to be able to see and he [student ]needs to be able to see where he is, what his grades are.” 
- “The planner’s important because it’s laid right out there, this is what you need to complete today. 
- “…BrainPOP movies…. I love those very much…. I use the key summary links [in science].” 
Available resources 
- “We use YouTube as a resource because almost anything on earth you can find on YouTube.” 
- “We go to the library at least once a week.” 
- “Everything is on YouTube and everything is on Wikipedia.. It is a good helpful source.” 
- “I call tech support. Tech support is really strong…” 
 
Student Interview 
Teacher communication 
- “Normally if I needed help with something or there was something I didn’t understand, I will call my teachers and ask about that.” 
- “… I also webmail them if I submit a portfolio off-line and then I have it done, I send it to them in a webmail…” 
- “… They [teachers] give me much of the information about the lesson [in virtual class] so that I can complete the lesson properly…” 
- “… I call them or webmail them [teachers] to [improve my grade] and they fixed most of it up if I get the questions right.” 
Parental involvement 
- “The only times I really, really need her [learning coach] are questions I don’t understand...” 
Online curriculum design 
- “You can learn at your own pace. You don’t have to follow how the lessons are planned out.” 
Available resources 
- “… I mainly use my textbooks and if I don’t have them on hand, I use the online versions. I also use Microsoft Word and PowerPoint…” 
 
Researcher observation 
  
- learning coaches asks student if he webmailed his teacher yet 
- learning coach and student discuss which lesson to complete next 
- student uses Internet to look up information 
-student watches BrainPOP video; student watches other videos 
- student completes assessments 
- student refers to his textbook 
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Table 25 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Academic Social Support in the Garcia Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Academic Social Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic social support is defined as the various ways in which students interact socially in the virtual school 
environment.  This is inclusive of synchronous and asynchronous peer interaction.   
Participant Perspectives 
Learning Coach Interview 
Synchronous peer interaction 
- “It’s 20% important to me [opportunities to interact with classmates].  I feel like classmates have value but the value they have is not social. 
I feel like it’s really important to have the opinions of others. 
- “…[student] has interaction with children who are his friends six days a week [at extracurricular activity].” 
- “… When my child interacts with his peers [at extracurricular activity], he learns how to work with a partner. How to teach somebody 
something.” 
- “… [at extracurricular activity] he’s [student] learning how to focus. How to communicate. How to work with people. How to accomplish 
tasks together. He does have friends.” 
- “I feel like it’s more important for children to spend time with intelligent people not just peers.” 
Asynchronous peer interaction 
No evidence 
 
Student Interview 
Synchronous peer interaction 
- “I really don’t do that [interact with classmates]. I barely do that, but except when I’m in [virtual classes]. Sometimes I may chat with them a 
little bit about things we kind of do.” 
- “I have friends out there in the real world that I know much better than my classmates, so I would rather do that than try and get to know 
people that I haven’t seen before.” 
- “… [teacher] breaks us into groups [in virtual class] to figure it out together. That is a time when I worked with my classmates and 
sometimes I try to be a leader and help them…” 
- “… Mostly I would socialize with [brother]…. My friends are mainly in regular school.” 
Asynchronous peer interaction 
No evidence 
 
Researcher Observation 
No evidence. 
 
Participant Household 8:  Hase Family Narrative 
 Participant Household 8 is a family of four, including a mother, father, and two children. 
This household is referred to as the “Hase” family.  The researcher interviewed and observed 
Mrs. “Hase” and “Helene” (11 years old) as participants in this study.  Mrs. Hase is the primary 
learning coach in the household for both children who are enrolled as students at KVS.  Helene is 
a middle school student who is currently enrolled in the sixth grade at KVS. 
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 The Hase family resides in a Pennsylvania borough located southeast of York.  The Hase 
family lives in an historic single-family home consisting of a living room, dining room, and 
kitchen on the first floor.  Sleeping accommodations are located on the second floor.   Helene’s 
learning area is her bedroom, and it includes a bed, bedroom furniture, and a desk and chair that 
face a window.  A headset, tissues, pens, and plants were located on top of Helene’s desk, along 
with her laptop computer.   The researcher observed Helene completing lessons in her learning 
area and in the kitchen the day of the observation.   
 Helene has been enrolled at KVS since kindergarten, and she has not attended any other 
public school besides KVS.  Mrs. Hase stated that she appreciates the flexibility of the virtual 
program at KVS, especially because her husband’s occupation requires him to travel, and there 
are times when the family needs to travel to visit her husband.  Mrs. Hase explained that she also 
appreciates the flexibility within the online planner itself, because one of her students uses block 
scheduling, which enables the student to complete lessons within the same subject each day, 
while her other student completes lessons of all different subjects within the same day.  Mrs. 
Hase said she likes that there are less distractions in a virtual school program than in a traditional 
brick-and-mortar school, and she thinks the program at KVS is a good fit for Helene. Helene said 
she likes being able to work at her own pace in the virtual school program, and she said that 
since the things that would be distracting in a traditional brick-and-mortar classroom are not 
present in the virtual school program, she can sometimes be finished her schoolwork by noon.          
Mrs. Hase described Helene as a talkative student who thrives with one-on-one attention 
when it comes to learning.  Mrs. Hase said Helene strives for A’s in her classes, and she gets 
upset if she earns a lower grade.  Helene said doing well in school is very important to her, and 
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she would like to go to college and have her own business one day.  Helene described herself as 
a “people person” once she gets to know a person, and she said she is a quick learner, which 
enables her to complete her schoolwork at a fast pace.  Mrs. Hase said that although Helene “… 
doesn’t like getting up and starting school… she likes it when she’s done and starting school two 
weeks after all her friends and getting out a few days before all her friends because of snow 
days.”  Mrs. Hase said that Helene does not procrastinate, and she wants to get her schoolwork 
done so she can participate in extracurricular activities.  Helene generally feels confident about 
her ability to complete her lessons each day, but she stated it really depends on the day. She said, 
“I would feel better when I’m about to do social studies than when I’m about to do math…. I feel 
that I’m better at certain subjects than other ones. It’s mainly the harder subjects that I’m having 
trouble with. I’m actually a grade ahead in math. Math is hard for me because I’m in a special 
seventh-grade math class.”  Mrs. Hase explained that she has no concerns regarding Helene’s 
ability to complete her lessons each day, and the only goal she sets for Helene is to do her work 
correctly the first time. Mrs. Hase said she expects Helene to focus when she is completing her 
lessons, because she wants her to do well so she can feel good about herself. 
Mrs. Hase said she encourages Helene to interact with her classmates either through 
virtual classes or field trips.  Mrs. Hase believes the virtual classes are beneficial for Helene 
because she is learning about other classmates’ viewpoints and approaches to problem solving 
when they work in small groups, although Mrs. Hase said sometimes the virtual classes can be 
distracting when students begin to use the private chat feature to message each other.  Mrs. Hase 
said Helene’s interaction with classmates, along with interaction with friends through 
extracurricular activities, has helped Helene accept critical feedback in stride.  Mrs. Hase 
explained that Helene has made connections with some of her classmates at KVS, and Helene 
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frequently meets with them online and even in person outside of school hours.  Helene said she 
enjoys working with her classmates, but it is not really important to her, although she explained 
she does learn from other students when working in small groups, especially in her math virtual 
class. She likes when she is able to help her classmates, too.       
Mrs. Hase shared that she and Helene have two different types of daily routines.  Every 
Monday through Thursday, Helene accompanies Mrs. Hase to work for the entire day. Mrs. Hase 
said on those days when they are going to her workplace, Helene will pack her lunch and her 
book bag the night before to be sure she is ready for the next morning. Then, in the morning, 
Helene will awaken, shower, and have breakfast before they leave or pack a breakfast to eat 
later. Helene said on the days when she accompanies Mrs. Hase to work, she will usually wake 
up at 7:00 AM. Once they arrive at Mrs. Hase’s workplace, Helene will sit at an empty desk, if 
one is available, and set up her laptop computer and start her lessons for the day.  Mrs. Hase 
explained that they are home on Fridays, and their morning routine is a little more flexible since 
they do not need to leave the home.  The researcher observed Mrs. Hase and Helene on a Friday.  
Mrs. Hase stated, “it’s much more laid back. Just get breakfast, do your schoolwork, grab lunch 
when you need to.”  Since Helene uses block scheduling on her online planner, she is unable to 
prioritize her lessons during the day because they must be completed in a specific sequence.  
Mrs. Hase clarified that there is one or two days during the week in which courses such as 
educational technology, art, health, and Spanish are scheduled together, and Helene can choose 
which order she would like to complete those lessons in that day since they are all different 
subjects can be completed in any order.  Mrs. Hase said that as a learning coach, she tries to keep 
Helene focused, and Helene works mostly independently, asking for help when she needs it. The 
researcher observed Helene asking Mrs. Hase for help with two separate hands-on activities 
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during the observation.  Mrs. Hase said she will sometimes sit with Helene when she completes 
short assessments to ensure Helene truly understands the content, specifically with math, and 
with other subjects Mrs. Hase said, “everything else she breezes through.”  Helene explained that 
when she accompanies Mrs. Hase to her workplace, she is right next to her and can easily ask a 
quick question.  When they are home on Fridays, if Helene has a question, she will often 
message Mrs. Hase from her bedroom and they will interact via messaging. Helene described 
Mrs. Hase as being understanding, and she said she does not become angry if Helene has 
difficulty understanding a concept.  Helene said Mrs. Hase also encourages her to take a break if 
she can see Helene is becoming frustrated with her math schoolwork.  The researcher observed 
several exchanges between Mrs. Hase and Helene, and their interaction was positive and 
constructive.     
Mrs. Hase described Helene as a visual learner, and she said she benefits from watching 
the videos embedded in her online lessons.  Mrs. Hase said Helene seems to enjoy interactive 
activities, and she said Helene does not comprehend as well if she is just sitting and reading 
compared to those more visual and interactive activities.  Helene thinks the videos are most 
helpful to her regarding her schoolwork, and she specifically mentioned BrainPOP.  The 
researcher observed Helene watching several videos during the observation, and Helene also 
actively typed into activities included as part of her online lessons.  Helene said she will use 
other online resources to help her with her lesson completion, including the online encyclopedia 
links that are available on her homepage in the EMS, and sometimes she said she will use 
Google to look for math formulas.  Mrs. Hase also mentioned BrainPOP and using Google and 
other math web sites to help them when they have questions about lessons.  The researcher 
observed Mrs. Hase and Helene using Google to look up images related to an activity in 
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Helene’s science lesson, and they used the Internet for information because they did not have the 
materials necessary to complete the hands-on activity.   
Mrs. Hase stated that the teachers have been responsive when Helene has contacted them 
via webmail, but Mrs. Hase explained that they have had very little contact with teachers via the 
telephone this year.  Helene said regarding her teachers, “Ever since I started middle school and 
they have a lot more to do, they gradually slowed down on the phone calls,” so Helene said most 
of her interaction is through webmail and in the virtual classes. Both Mrs. Hayes and Helene feel 
very comfortable utilizing the EMS and their computers each day as part of the virtual school 
program, and Helene said if she has any technical issues she will inform Mrs. Hase.  Mrs. Hase 
does not hesitate contacting the technical support department at KVS if she cannot troubleshoot, 
and Mrs. Hase said technical support has been great over the years. 
   Mrs. Hase shared that, overall, the only real challenge they have experienced in the 
virtual school program at KVS is keeping Helene focused while she is on the computer and 
ensuring she is not visiting websites that are either inappropriate or distracting, since she 
completes her schoolwork in her bedroom.  Mrs. Hase said the virtual school program at KVS is 
great, and she suggested that the number of virtual classes each day be reduced, because it is a 
very long day if Helene were to attend all of her virtual classes and also complete all of her 
lessons on her daily planner.  Mrs. Hase also suggested that the field trips be more evenly 
distributed across the state, because there are not many where they live, but they would attend 
more field trips if there were more available near them.  Mrs. Hase believes the regular 
interaction she has with Helene, questioning her about her lessons and checking her 
comprehension, has the most impact on her academic success. She also believes having an online 
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gradebook is a motivator for Helene, because Helene is constantly checking her grades to ensure 
she either has an A grade or to determine how far away she is from earning an A grade in any of 
her courses at any time.  Helene shared that she reads a lot, and she believes that reading 
regularly has helped her be a successful student. She also said she plays a lot of online games, 
and this has helped her with her typing skills.  Helene acknowledged that some of her 
extracurricular activities give her the opportunity to apply what she is learning in school, too. 
The researcher asked Helene what advice she might give to a new student at KVS, and she said, 
“I’d say don’t pull yourself down if you think you’re doing bad.  If you think you’re doing bad 
try doing better, not say, ‘I’m doing bad. What’s the point of trying?’ Think, ‘I’m doing bad. I 
should get better.’ Try to get better.” Refer to Table 26 for a synopsis of highlighted in vivo 
evidence from the Hase household as it relates to learner characteristics, Table 27 as it relates to 
academic support, and Table 28 as it relates to academic social support. 
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Table 26 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Learner Characteristics in the Hase Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Learner Characteristics 
For the purpose of this study, learner characteristics is defined as personal attributes or skills (Rice, 2006) that a student may possess or 
demonstrate in an online environment, and a student’s ability to regulate learning (Schunk, 1991), potentially impacting academic 
achievement. 
Participant Perspectives 
Learning Coach Interview 
Attributes 
- “She’s [student] a very one-on-one, let’s pay attention.” 
- “… She [student] does better without the distractions of talking to other kids…” 
- “She [student] enjoys getting in and just getting her schoolwork done and then having the whole days in front of her depending upon on how 
early she gets done…. She doesn’t like getting up and starting school, but she likes it when she’s done and starting school two weeks after all 
her friends and getting out a few days before all her friends…” 
- “She, herself, strives. She gets upset if she gets a B.” 
- “We [parents] have no problems with this [student completing lessons each day].” 
- “She [student] pretty much does most of her classes on her own.”  
- “She’s [student] more visual. Just sitting and reading is okay. Show kind of follow it, but if there’s a video she jumps right into it and wants 
to watch whatever the videos or anything interactive.” 
- “… Being the social butterfly that she [student]  is has helped during the [virtual classes] ‘cause she is willing to open up and just flat talk on 
her microphone to a bunch of people she doesn’t know.” 
- “Once she [student] gets that concept she will roll with it and in and done. Whatever it is for the day. She does pick things up quick and she 
goes.” 
- “She [student] checks her gradebook. She wants to know what she has scored on everything to see how close she is to getting that B or how 
close she is to getting back up into that A by the end of the marking period.” 
- “She [student] will go in and check the class after it’s graded and see what the teacher’s comments are.” 
Skills 
No evidence. 
 
Student Interview 
Attributes 
- “Very important [doing well in school].” 
- “Sometimes… I set a short-term goal and say I got to be done [schoolwork] by this time.” 
- “How good I’m feeling about it [ability to complete lessons] depends on which subject I have that day. I would feel better when I’m about to 
do social studies than when I’m about to do math.” 
- “I like videos. I learn from doing…. I like hearing people talk about it.” 
Skills 
- “I’m comfortable [using the computer].” 
- “I’m a very fast typer. I don’t understand the hand position.” 
- “I do read a lot. I met a very fast reader.” 
 
Researcher Observation 
- the student asks learning coach for help 
- student checks webmail 
- student is watching videos in lesson 
- student is wearing a headset while listening to online lessons 
- student is navigating the EMS 
- student is typing quickly 
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Table 27 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Academic Support in the Hase Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Academic Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic support is defined as the various ways in which the virtual school structure supports a student (Rice, 
2006), including teacher communication, parental involvement, online curriculum design, and resources. 
Participant Perspectives 
 
Learning Coach Interview 
Teacher communication 
- “She [student] does the [virtual classes], which in my opinion they’re okay…. Because a lot of times I’ll turn around and catch her side 
chatting with someone else and she’s not actually paying attention to the [virtual class].” 
- “We haven’t had much personal contact this year [telephone calls from teachers].” 
- “They’re [teachers] good to follow up [in webmail].” 
- “...they’ve [teachers] been good to respond or talk to me on the phone [when help was needed].” 
Parental involvement 
- “Our [parents] goals for her is to do your work the right time the first time. Make sure you do it all. Focus on it. Get your classes done 
well…. So she can feel good about herself to get those at A’s.” 
- “… When I go over the lessons I try to go learn it real quick so I can help her out with it.” 
- “She [student] knows she has to get school done to get ready [extracurricular activities]. That does-yeah that does help her get done...” 
- “I think any time when she [student] goes through a session I’ll quiz her on it even beyond the [assessment]…. I’ll ask her some questions 
what did you pick up out of that?... Definitely asking her questions about the classes…. Helps me to make sure she also knows and is actually 
doing what she needs to do.” 
- “... She [student] reviews her [assessment] answers with me before she submits them…. I can say, ‘Okay now let’s go back you’re gonna 
redo the class. I’m not letting you submit this. Redo the class. You didn’t understand it.’” 
- “Just get breakfast, do your schoolwork, grab lunch when you need to.” 
Online curriculum design 
- “I really appreciate the flexibility…. It is just very convenient for us.” 
- “Without having the distractions of all the other kids in the room… It’s easier to teach her.” 
- “… [virtual program] has absolutely benefitted with her in learning.” 
- “… not having three hours of homework every night because she’s done the work during the day…” 
- “With the block scheduling this one’s very easy [prioritizing lessons] because you just start with lesson one and you finish with whatever 
lesson because the lessons have to go in order…” 
- “When she [student] has questions or needs to really work on a project she comes to me and I get involved or if she’s having a hard time 
understanding something shall come to me and I’ll go over and explain it.” 
- “Sometimes with math will have to go over a little more with it to make sure she fully understands. Cause that is her hardest class. She’s 
actually in seventh grade [math].” 
- “… I do my best to keep her [student] focused and on track with the watching the websites that she’s on. Make sure she’s doing school.” 
- “She really likes the BrainPOP movies.” 
Available resources 
- “if we’re looking up stuff a lot of times, we’ll just look on Google. With math, mathisfun.com has been a great site…” 
- “Will go to the library when needed for a book….. We frequently will download books … onto her Kindle.” 
- “Generally, I just webmail tech support if it’s a big issue and I need it like right now, I’ll call tech support.” 
 
Student Interview 
Teacher communication 
- “[interaction with teachers] webmail and [virtual classes].” 
- “Ever since I started middle school and they [teachers] have a lot more to do, they gradually slowed down on the phone calls.” 
- “They [teachers] answer my questions and they always have a very positive attitude.” 
Parental involvement 
- “when I’m here and need to review it [assessment] sometimes I’ll go downstairs and go to her but normally what I’ll do is I’ll open up my 
Gmail. We both have Gmail. I’ll message her…” 
- “She’s often understanding when I’m, even in the weirdest ways, I don’t understand the question…. She’ll try to take a different approach.” 
Online curriculum design 
- “EBSCO, BrainPOP and Grolier online…. I also sometimes do use Google.”  “Videos [are most helpful].” 
Available resources 
- “… Normally I’ll use my textbooks for social studies and language arts but that’s basically it.” 
- “I do play a lot of online games so that helps develop my typing.” 
 
Researcher Observation 
- the learning coach accesses Google to help with a lesson 
 - the learning coach is logged into the EMS 
- the student and learning coach work together on activity 
- student is watching the videos in online lessons; BrainPOP 
- student completes assessment; completes activities in lesson 
- student uses art kit supplies and other supplies for hands-on activity  
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Table 28 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Academic Social Support in the Hase Household from Interviews and Observation 
 
Academic Social Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic social support is defined as the various ways in which students interact socially in the virtual school 
environment.  This is inclusive of synchronous and asynchronous peer interaction.   
Participant Perspectives 
Learning Coach Interview 
Synchronous peer interaction 
- “I think it’s great to go on the field trips and I think it’s great to even do the [virtual classes] when she [student] can focus.” 
- “She [student] has made friends with her classmates were as they actually do get together online out of school. They’ve all hooked up and 
they actually do web chats. They actually do videoconferences with each other through Google or they all exchange PlayStation account 
names. They’ll get together and played mine craft together and everyone puts on a little headphones and little gamers.” 
- “We have one of her classmates is coming and spending the night here tomorrow from out in [town in Pennsylvania].” 
- “She’s [student] got plenty of [friends from extracurricular activities] that she does get to interact with.  Real people too.” 
- “You get into a chat room [in virtual class] with four kids and they are working together you got those other opinions coming at you and 
possibilities. That’s actually helped her to open up and see that there are different things there to work on the solution.” 
Asynchronous peer interaction 
No evidence. 
 
Student Interview 
Synchronous peer interaction 
- “I like working together with my classmates but it’s not necessarily important.” 
- “Often when, especially when it’s something like math, I find that when I’m working together with one or more students it’s good because if 
I see something they’re doing wrong I tell them. If they see something I’m doing wrong they tell me. We’re able to learn from each other.” 
Asynchronous peer interaction 
No evidence. 
 
Researcher Observation 
No evidence. 
 
Teacher Participants 
The researcher conducted one online teacher focus group using the virtual classroom 
platform associated with the EMS at KVS.  The teacher participants were middle school teachers 
who met the established criteria for this study.  Ten teachers accepted the invitation to participate 
in this study; however, one teacher canceled the day of the online focus group, leaving a total of 
nine teacher participants.  The researcher facilitated the online focus group using the interview 
protocol located in Appendix J.  The teachers were given the option to respond to each question 
verbally using their microphone or to respond via text in discussion pods.  All of the teachers 
opted to type their responses as text into the discussion pods.  To establish a comprehensive 
profile for each teacher participant, the researcher conducted an archived records review using 
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the EMS at KVS.  The teacher profile information obtained for each teacher participant includes 
the number of years as a teacher at KVS, total years of experience as a teacher, and current 
teaching position inclusive of the grade and course subject.  The researcher included each teacher 
pseudonym created for this study.  The teacher profile information is illustrated in Table 29.  
Table 29 
 Teacher Participant Profile Information 
 
      Participant    Years at KVS           Total Years Teaching          Current Grade Assignment           Current Core Course Assignment                 
Teacher 1 3 7 8 Pre-algebra 
Teacher 2 4 4 8 Pre-algebra 
Teacher 3 3 10 7 Math 
Teacher 4 4 6 7 Math 
Teacher 5 10 12 8 Social Studies 
Teacher 6 8 9 7 Language Arts 
Teacher 7 9 28 7 Math 
Teacher 8 3 11 6 Math 
Teacher 9 3 8 6 Science 
Note.  Teacher profile information was obtained from a records review using the EMS at KVS.   
Online Focus Group Narrative 
The teacher participants are located throughout Pennsylvania, and several teacher 
participants work full time from home while others work at a KVS office location.  The teacher 
participants shared their perspectives via the researcher’s virtual classroom, and every teacher 
opted to type their responses into the discussion pods rather than using classroom microphones.  
Because of this, the teachers were afforded anonymity in addition to confidentiality as 
participants in this study.   
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The teachers most frequently cited independence and motivation as characteristics of a 
successful virtual school student.  The teachers also suggested that successful virtual school 
students are communicative.  One teacher clarified, “they need to be willing to communicate and 
ask questions.” The teachers listed additional characteristics of successful virtual school students 
as: engaged, focused, confident, driven, and organized. One teacher suggested, “They need to 
value education.”   The teachers provided examples of student goals, both short and long-term, 
that they perceive promote success in a virtual school program. The majority of teachers 
suggested that students need to set a goal for themselves to master the concepts they learn, rather 
than just completing a lesson and moving on without fully understanding what they are learning. 
As one teacher explained, “if they do not master material as they move through school they will 
struggle more and more and more.” The teachers suggested that students should also have goals 
for themselves beyond high school, whether it be college or career plans, and students should 
strive to continually improve their skills so they can become independent learners and work 
towards their ultimate personal goals.   
The teachers shared their perceptions of the types of skills and abilities students need to 
be successful in a virtual school program. The most often cited skill was computer skills. The 
teachers suggested students should have a basic knowledge of both computer programs and how 
to navigate the Internet. Other important skills listed by the teachers included: typing skills, time 
management skills, organization skills, and notetaking skills.   
The majority of teachers indicated that overall, the uninterrupted access to the student 
online gradebook at KVS was the feature most supportive of student achievement in the EMS. 
As one teacher explained, “I like how it is updated immediately and now the students get notified 
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by webmail when comments are left in the gradebook.”  The availability of an accurate 
gradebook at any time connects to the perceived user-friendliness of the EMS that many of the 
teachers cited as also providing academic support.  Many teachers stated that the student daily 
online planner, in combination with teacher message boards, is supportive of student academic 
achievement because as one teacher explained, “… they know exactly what they need to do each 
day.”  The teachers also cited supplemental programs in the EMS, videos such as BrainPOP, and 
virtual classes as contributing to student academic achievement.  The researcher asked the 
teachers which aspects of the online lessons themselves were most supportive of student 
academic achievement, and the majority of the teachers stated that the different types of formal 
and informal assessments provided in each lesson were valuable tools for students because the 
feedback is immediate.  The general format of the online lessons, inclusive of online textbook 
links, website and tutorial links, and enrichment and optional activities, were highlighted by 
teachers as well.  
The researcher asked the teachers to describe the ideal daily routine of the virtual school 
student at KVS. Although some teachers stated that a student’s daily routine should be based on 
what’s best for each student’s learning style, the teachers were able to identify specific activities 
that would ideally be included in each student’s daily routine. Many teachers suggested that 
students should awake at an early hour, between 8:00 AM and 9:00 AM, to start their day. The 
teachers suggested that students should have breakfast and then review their online planner to 
ascertain which lessons are scheduled for the day. Several teachers stated that students should 
check their webmail several times throughout the day to remain in contact with teachers, and 
students should attend at least one virtual class each day if it can fit into their schedule, and if 
not, students should take advantage of the virtual class recordings. Teachers also suggested that 
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checking the message boards is an important activity in middle school because the message 
boards are created by each teacher and include important class information and other resources 
for students to help them succeed.  The teachers said students should review their gradebook 
each day to gauge their progress, and they also suggested that students should be comfortable 
contacting teachers with questions.  Several teachers shared that it is important for students and 
their learning coaches to agree to a daily schedule together and work together during the day.  
The teachers described the most effective ways in which a learning coach can support a 
student enrolled in the virtual school program at KVS.  The teachers used adjectives such as 
involved, supportive, attentive, motivational, and encouraging. Many teachers stated that an 
effective learning coach is actively involved in his/her student’s education by asking questions 
about what each student is learning each day and ensuring that each student is indeed completing 
the scheduled lessons and achieving the lesson’s objectives. The teachers suggested effective 
learning coaches establish a good daily routine with their students and enforce that daily routine, 
holding both themselves and their students accountable for their school work.  The teachers 
explained that it is important for the learning coach to remain in regular communication with the 
teachers by responding to webmails and answering phone calls in a timely manner. As one 
teacher stated, “parents also need to understand that the student will be most successful if 
students, teachers, AND parents are involved with the student’s education.” Lastly, several 
teachers said it is important that each learning coach is familiar with the EMS and understands 
how to navigate the system to effectively support each student. 
The teachers held themselves accountable regarding student academic achievement in the 
virtual school program at KVS.  Similar to characteristics that successful students might possess, 
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the researcher asked the teachers to identify personal characteristics that they each possess that 
they perceive as contributing to the academic success of their students. The teachers listed the 
following characteristics: confident, knowledgeable, approachable, flexible, positive attitude, 
engaging, organized, genuine, dedicated, empathetic, and possessing a sense of humor. The 
majority of teachers stated that regular, consistent communication with students and families via 
webmail and telephone is key to supporting a student’s academic achievement in the virtual 
school program. The teachers also perceived that engaging and interactive virtual class 
instruction supports student academic achievement, in addition to ensuring that message board 
information is up to date and teacher created resources are provided, such as notetaking guides or 
assessment study guides.  Several teachers stated they offer additional tutoring sessions, and they 
believe the sessions are valuable to students, though this may depend on the course subject.  A 
few teachers referenced using diagnostic tools as supportive of student academic achievement, 
helping students and their learning coaches identify areas for improvement and providing 
opportunities to improve grades through the resubmission of assessments.   There was also the 
notion that teacher support may not always be concrete.  One teacher recommended, “celebrate 
the successes even if small,” and another teacher suggested, “getting to know the students on a 
more personal level and letting them know that you appreciate their hard work” may influence 
student achievement in the virtual school program. 
 The researcher asked the teachers about their perception of peer interaction and its impact 
on student academic achievement.  Many teachers responded stating that it depends on the 
student whether or not peer interaction is helpful, explaining that some students may be 
motivated by interaction with peers while others may feel awkward interacting with peers.  Most 
teachers suggested that the opportunities for students to interact with one another should be 
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available in the virtual school program, but students should not be forced to interact with one 
another, and interaction should not be required as a component of each course.  Some teachers 
explained that since many students are involved in extracurricular activities, the peer interaction 
component of the virtual classes is not as important to them as perhaps other students whose only 
peer interaction is from virtual classes each day. Several teachers believed that students can be 
successful without peer interaction in a virtual school program, and other teachers stated that 
working collaboratively with classmates in the virtual classroom in a small group setting can be 
helpful to hone certain skills.  A few teachers stated that peer interaction could affect a student’s 
academic achievement because it may help build healthy relationships that could result in 
increased self-esteem. Most teachers said they provide opportunities for students to socialize in 
virtual classes by opening the virtual classroom a little bit early or leaving it open a little bit later 
for students to informally chat with each other in the discussion pod.  Other teachers use what are 
referred to as breakout rooms in the virtual classroom, which are small group virtual classrooms 
where students can work together, providing them with an opportunity to have peer to peer 
interaction. As one teacher stated, “sometimes the students learn better when they hear from a 
peer and not just a teacher.” Other teachers encourage students to speak during the virtual classes 
by using microphones and sometimes their web cameras if they have them, while a few teachers 
urge their students to give presentations during virtual classes so students can interact afterwards 
through a question and answer session.  Many of the teachers stated that the virtual school 
program may promote student emotional growth because the interaction in virtual classes is 
generally positive, and it is considered a “safe” environment for the students who have had 
negative experiences as students in a traditional brick-and-mortar school; however, the teachers 
debated whether or not the virtual program does enough to encourage peer interaction, because 
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there is not always an opportunity for students to interact with peers academically outside of 
scheduled virtual classes.  One teacher suggested that the program may be promoting emotional 
growth by enabling students to strengthen their relationship with family members in the home 
environment while enrolled in the virtual school program.  Another teacher stated, “I do think 
that emotional needs are as important as academic needs and teachers need to consider this when 
working with all students.”  It was also suggested that the structure of the program does enable 
students to focus on their learning and may help remove the distractions that the students were 
experiencing in a traditional brick-and-mortar school, possibly removing distractions that were 
impeding emotional growth.  The teachers stated that the structure of the program does foster 
independence, encouraging students to learn skills that will prepare them for their high school 
and college/career experiences, helping them reach their goals.  As one teacher explained, “… 
[students] can feel free to be as they wish in our anonymous world….They can thrive to be nerdy 
or quirky and themselves.” 
 The researcher asked the teachers to list resources that the virtual school program at KVS 
provides families that have the most positive impact on student academic achievement, and the 
responses the teachers provided focused mainly on human resources. Qualified teachers and 
family mentors were mentioned as key resources for students and families at KVS, and the 
technical support group was also listed as an important resource. A few teachers noted that field 
trips were a valuable resource that many families enjoy, along with the option of watching virtual 
class recordings help promote the flexibility many families appreciate.  
The researcher asked the teachers to describe or list aspects of any virtual school program 
that would qualify the program as a quality program, and the teachers recommended a user-
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friendly EMS, the availability of remedial courses, in-person enrollment sessions to get to know 
the families, mandatory virtual class attendance, more face-to-face opportunities with teachers, a 
robust orientation program, quality computers and technology, specific enrollment timeframes, 
learning coach, student, and teacher accountability, the latest and greatest curriculum content, 
basic computer skills assessments for students and learning coaches, and more support for 
learning coaches who may not have the academic skills they need to effectively support their 
students. 
 Lastly, the researcher asked the teachers to describe their ideal virtual school 
program and pinpoint aspects of the virtual school program at KVS that they would keep or 
change.  Many teachers stated they would keep the virtual classes, the online grade book, and the 
message boards.  The teachers also suggested that the additional website links and videos, such 
BrainPOP, are valuable tools for students and should remain in the online curriculum.  One 
teacher suggested that the EMS should automatically update students’ schedules each day, 
removing the need for either a teacher or learning coach to reschedule overdue lessons to ensure 
completion by the end of the school year. Several teachers suggested that the EMS assessments 
should be more diagnostic and interactive, enabling real-time adjustments to the curriculum, and 
perhaps reducing the amount of recordkeeping the teachers are currently experiencing.  Ideally, 
there would be more interaction between students and teachers, and teachers would have the 
ability to change and individualize online lessons.  Refer to Table 30 for a synopsis of 
highlighted in vivo evidence from the teacher participants as it relates to learner characteristics, 
Table 31 as it relates to academic support, and Table 32 as it relates to academic social support. 
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Table 30 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Learner Characteristics from Online Teacher Focus Group 
 Learner Characteristics 
For the purpose of this study, learner characteristics is defined as personal attributes or skills (Rice, 2006) that a student may possess or 
demonstrate in an online environment, and a student’s ability to regulate learning (Schunk, 1991), potentially impacting academic 
achievement. 
Participant Perspectives 
Online Teacher Focus Group 
Attributes 
T1: “Independent…organized….And yes, self-starter…. Able to ask questions.”; “… Goal of going to college….Goal of actually learning the 
material…”“… Attend the [virtual classes].” ; “review daily schedule, check and respond to webmails.… Check the message board 
frequently.” 
T2: “confident”; “career and college plans.” ; “student completes work when he/she has access to a learning coach and teacher 
T3: “students need to have some self-motivation and ability to set and follow a schedule on their own….Be willing to communicate and ask 
questions….they need to value education.”; “… Earning honor roll….Careers/college plans… Working toward that goal.”; “… looking at 
teacher feedback.” ; “get up early, eat breakfast, start school around 8-9 AM…. Checking/responding to webmail same day…. Checking 
gradebook daily, checking message boards, and looking at teacher feedback…” 
T4: “…engaged and focused [virtual class] attendance, interaction and engagement with [KVS] teachers.”; “… Goals set at mastering 
material…”; “100% of all lessons on the planner are completed each day.”; “… Attend [virtual classes] but if behind, watched the 
recordings….open planner to ID the lessons…. Take appropriate breaks and appropriate lunch…” 
T5: “engaged, enters phone calls… contact with teachers….Uses opportunities for improvement…”; “Completing work….Aiming high.” 
;“attends at least one [virtual class] per day….“wakes up before nine, eats, checks work and begins working.” 
T6: “independent, social, friendly, curious.”; “Maintain a B average, actively participate… Notetaking.”; “written structured daily checklist 
agenda that is checked off by student-then the learning coach.” 
T7: “independent learners to have goals beyond high school…. more mature than their peers.”; “Career goals-college plans….Strives to do 
their best….Higher order thinking skills.”; “get up at a decent time, check webmail, review gradebook…attend [virtual classes] as needed… 
complete that day’s assignments, study…. Checking message boards periodically.” 
T8: “self-starter…. excellent time management skills…. asks questions.”; “… See beyond their current grade.”; “Ideally-the routine would be 
what is best for them.” 
T9:  “… Work independently at times, follow schedules, interaction and engagement…… Willing to take a risk.”; Watching their grades.”; 
“… wake up at a decent time to attend [virtual classes]…. Checks emails first, reviews the schedule.… check message board….Their main 
routine should also be built around them…” 
 
Skills 
T1: “using a computer, and notetaking skills….Microsoft Word, PowerPoint,…” 
T2: “able to read and basic computer skills.” 
T3: “… Basic computer skills.” 
T4: “”technology/computer skills, time management skills, communication…” 
T5: “basic computer usage…… Navigate the Internet intelligently…. Communicate effectively remotely.” 
T6: “computer skills, confident reader, typing skills.” 
T7: “basic math, spelling and writing skills….Able to communicate….Go-getter attitude…. Risk takers.”” 
T8: “ability to ask questions.” 
T9: “computer knowledge…… Navigate the basics of the computer….Time management.” 
Note.  Each teacher participant was provided a pseudonym beginning with the letter T and then a number representative of their order of entry 
into the virtual classroom. 
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Table 31 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Academic Support from Online Teacher Focus Group 
 
Academic Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic support is defined as the various ways in which the virtual school structure supports a student (Rice, 
2006), including teacher communication, parental involvement, online curriculum design, and resources. 
Participant Perspectives 
 
Online Teacher Focus Group 
 
Teacher communication 
T1: “be consistent….Send weekly webmails…..Calling each student multiple times each semester…… Opportunities for group work in 
[virtual classes].”; “… Engaging [virtual classes]… Getting to know the students … letting them know that you appreciate their hard work.” 
T2: “Resolve questions before they are asked….Covering the topic in [virtual classes] will keep the student moving forward.” 
T3: “clearly communicate expectations, engaging [virtual classes]….Willingness to answer questions and provide tutoring/help as 
needed….Communicate expectations by webmail, in [virtual class] as well.” 
T4: “[virtual classes] for every online lesson…. I have extra help sessions every day and one evening, too, per week. I give feedback on all… 
open ended [assessment] questions.” 
T5: “frequent communication….Engaging [virtual classes]….Opportunities for improvement.”; “I go over the directions for portfolios…” 
T6: “using diagnostic tools… To identify areas of weakness, be available daily for tutoring opportunities, give clear and appropriate 
feedback.”; …..Adding my lessons scheduled to every student’s planner.” 
T7 “communication and engaging [virtual classes]….Frequent phone calls and webmail’s….Message boards….Foster independent 
thinking….Be encouraging… Give them more than one avenue to correctly answer a problem….Inject humor…”” 
T8: “engaging [virtual classes]…… Teaching responsibility….Offering tutoring sessions…”; “I encourage them [students] to reach out to me 
when they need help…. Encourage them…. Offer various ways to complete something.” 
T9: “… Welcoming environment, engaging [virtual classes], communication, ways to improve….Phone calls, respond to webmail’s in a 
timely manner….Tutoring….Keeping message boards…modes of communication up to date….”; “… different ways to complete their work.” 
Parental involvement  
T1: “[learning coach] check the gradebook and webmail frequently. Ask the student specific questions about what they learned….Create and 
enforce a daily routine ….Help the student study, read notes together, create flashcards…. Ask the teachers questions…. student will be most 
successful if students, teachers, AND parents are involved with the student’s education….Backup plan [computer trouble]…” 
T2: “learning coach completes the virtual training, they take the student to [educational] field trips, and be there for the student.” 
T3: “encourage students to establish/follow a daily routine, remind them to do work….Check the gradebook and hold students accountable… 
Question them on any low grades….Motivate students to work…… Check that the student did the lesson well and understands it…” 
T4: “set the student up for success-help and ensure they are organized. Be sure they are doing their online lessons diligently.….Check that the 
student has fulfilled the requirements of the online lesson…. Initiate communication if necessary.” 
T5: “be attentive….Check work regularly.” 
T6: “learn … the computer, … working phone number, … proximity to the student at all times, read with the student, support the teacher.” 
T7: “be supportive and be there for the students….Check their work, make sure they are on schedule… Encourage independent thinking…” 
T8: “be active with their student.… Be there to check over the work…..Actually help students learn….Help develop plan for student.” 
T9: “be involved….Ask questions….Have students stay in contact with their teachers….Learning coaches need to know our system….Work 
with students to develop their plan for learning…… Let the student fail, if needed….Make sure the student is actually working…” 
Online Curriculum Design 
T1: “gradebook-I like how it is updated immediately and now the students get notified by webmail when comments are left in the gradebook.”; 
“Videos… [Assessments]…..[Students can kind of pick and choose what they want to do throughout the lesson.” 
T2: “user-friendly system; “Assessment at the and that is checking for understanding.” 
T3: “clearly defined schedule, easy access to webmail/contact information for teachers.”; “Instant feedback….Online textbook with links to 
supplemental materials….Activities/videos that appeal to different learning styles….” 
T4: “the planner, … know exactly what they need to do….[Virtual class] recordings….Gradebook…”; “... textbook work…[assessments].” 
T5: “message board/the ability for teachers to post a lot of info in one place ….”; “Online texts….Flashcards for each lesson….” 
T6: “[virtual classes], real-time gradebook, supplemental programs like BrainPOP.”; “Pretests, practice tests, discussions.” 
T7: “gradebook and message boards.”; “Videos… Examples with their answers…” 
T8: “… The gradebook is good.”; … Practice questions help summarize the lesson.” 
T9: “orientation….Gradebook…. 24/7 access.”; “Able to get online texts….Different methods of feedback.” 
Available resources 
T1: “family mentors….Field trips….Recorded [virtual classes]… Teachers…”; “[Teacher created] notetaking guides for every lesson…” 
T2: “computer and the teachers.” 
T3: “field trips, [orientation] sessions.” 
T4: “… Computer and printer… The orientations are maybe the next best thing after the obvious computer/printer.”; “… guided notes...” 
T5: “the laptop and printer… Qualified teachers.”; “I offer study guides to prepare for tests….Extra credit…” 
T6: “[educational] events….Recorded versions of lessons.” 
T7: “[learning coach] outreach, [orientation sessions], teacher availability….Family mentors….Tech support.” 
T8: “… Family mentors.” 
T9: “field trips….[Orientation] programs….Involved teachers.”; “Notetaking guides for every lesson.” 
Note.  Each teacher participant was provided a pseudonym beginning with the letter T and then a number representative of their order of entry 
into the virtual classroom. 
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Table 32 
Conceptual Framework Themes:  In vivo Evidence for Academic Social Support from Online Teacher Focus Group 
 Academic Social Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic social support is defined as the various ways in which students interact socially in the virtual school 
environment.  This is inclusive of synchronous and asynchronous peer interaction.   
Participant Perspectives 
Online Teacher Focus Group 
Synchronous peer interaction 
T1: “we have weekly social [virtual classes]…. I think breakout rooms are great! Sometimes the students learn better when they hear from a 
peer and not just a teacher….I will have students present...”; “I think. Interaction is important, but should not be required….Students should 
be given opportunities to socialize with in the setting.… I think it can impact academic success because it can help build relationships and 
increase morale….Increase self-esteem.” 
T2: “microphones, allowing students to talk, ask questions about them to see if other students are in a similar club or sport….Students team up 
to solve the questions, they used the whiteboard and microphones to work together.”; “[Peer interaction] it will keep them attending, but they 
will be successful [with] little interaction.” 
T3: “relatively little [contribution to academic success in the virtual school], many students are in a virtual school either because of social 
issues in their brick and mortar school or because they are already involved in outside activities where they get face-to-face peer 
interaction…. Some students value the interaction online because it’s satisfying a need for socializing, but without awkwardness of face-to-
face interactions….Providing opportunities for peer interaction is important, but should not be required….Collaborating on a project might 
have a small impact on academic success…” 
T4: “chat time at beginning of [virtual class] and at end.”; “I don’t think it does much. I think. Peer to peer on a social level is important 
because I think it’s important for peers to manage social norms. So that is important for that. But I don’t find it so important for academic 
achievement.” 
T5: “I let them chat and use cameras/mics after my [virtual class] if we have time.”; “It depends on the student…..Some need a lot of 
socialization and are motivated by it….Others prefer to work alone….There should be opportunities for socialization, but it should not be 
forced.” 
T6: “integrate pop-culture references into the lesson….Ask lots of open ended engaging questions.”; “Limited effect on academic success.” 
T7: “pre-[virtual class] chat time, about 15 minutes, breakout rooms, and many chances to discuss and solve during [virtual class]….Every 
two weeks for that social time and they may all use their [web cameras] if they want.”; “… Depends on the student. Not all are social 
butterflies…..They have chances to interact….Might be good for student collaboration to share ideas and different ways to solve a 
problem…..It couldn’t hurt….Too many variables without really, really knowing all your kids.” 
T8: “I opened the [virtual class] room early so they can talk.”; “Student can be successful without peer interaction with in the 
school….Depends on the students….I don’t believe it is our responsibility to dictate how much a student in Iraq’s…..Interacts with peers, not 
educators…. Sociability is important in progression, but not peer interaction with in our school.” 
T9: “at the start of every lesson I have a poll pod….It fosters belonging which then gets students asking questions….I do a lot of 
communication in chat pod for them to agree or disagree and why…..The students create a lesson… Then they teach it.”; “I think everyone 
needs interaction… You need to feel you belong….You will want to be here and perform better….Some students only have the interaction of 
peers at times during their day and that’s all....it’s all up to the student and how they will react to what they need.” 
Asynchronous peer interaction 
T1: No evidence 
T2: No evidence 
T3: No evidence 
T4: No evidence 
T5: “I set up a place for them to chat on my [message board] and let them suggest songs.” 
T6: No evidence 
T7: No evidence 
T8: No evidence 
 
 
Note.  Each teacher participant was provided a pseudonym beginning with the letter T and then a number representative of their order of entry 
into the virtual classroom. 
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Results and Interpretations 
Emerging Themes 
The purpose of this study was to explore middle school student academic achievement in 
a Pennsylvania virtual school through the perceptions of middle school teachers, students, and 
their learning coaches.  The conceptual framework for this study includes three research streams 
based on the literature reviewed: learner characteristics, academic support, and academic social 
support.  The researcher began the data analysis procedure by first reviewing the interview 
transcriptions and observation notes for accuracy, then subsequently writing the narratives.  The 
researcher then identified and grouped in vivo evidence according to the components of each 
research stream.  The three research streams are provisional codes, which are broad initial 
categories.  The researcher continued the deductive coding process by extracting key words and 
phrases from the categorized in vivo evidence.  The researcher then grouped similar key words 
and phrases together and assigned a subcode to the group that was representative of the data.  
The researcher followed the approach recommended by Merriam (2009) which states, “You 
begin with detailed bits or segments of data, cluster data units together that seem to go together, 
then “name” the cluster” (p. 183).  The key words and phrases are the “detailed bits or segments 
of data” Merriam (2009) refers to in the coding process.  The researcher chose initial subcodes 
based on her description of the behaviors and also at times based on terms used by the 
participants themselves.  The researcher consulted an online dictionary to ensure the subcodes 
chosen were appropriate.  Refer to Figure 4 for an illustration of the general data analysis 
procedure. 
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Figure 4.  Data Analysis Procedure.  This figure illustrates the sequence of data analysis stages for this study.  
 
The subcodes chosen are detailed within the following summary tables for each 
household.  The summary tables are inclusive of key words and phrases the researcher extracted 
from the in vivo evidence for each household.  Once the subcodes were assigned to the data, the 
researcher identified which subcodes were common among the participant groups.  The word 
common is defined as “belonging to or shared by two or more people or groups,” (Merriam-
Webster, n.d.) therefore, a subcode was designated a common theme if it was identified by the 
researcher as present within two or more participant groups (among two or more households or 
between a household(s) and the online focus group).  Refer to Table 33 for an overview of 
identified subcodes.  Refer to the subsequent series of tables for subcoded keywords and phrases 
from each participant. 
Table 33 
Identified Subcodes Key 
 
Code         Description                                                                   Code          Description 
A 
B 
C 
D 
E 
F 
G 
H 
I 
J 
K 
L 
M 
Autonomous 
Online interaction 
Computer skills 
Driven 
Engaged 
Flexible 
Direction 
Technical support 
Instruction 
Extracurricular 
Comprehensiveness 
Diligent 
Communicative 
N 
O 
P 
R 
S 
T 
U 
V 
W 
X 
Y 
Z 
Assistance 
Responsiveness 
Cooperative 
Routine 
Self-confident 
Attentiveness 
School-sanctioned events 
Videos/websites 
Aware 
Tangible resources 
Layout 
Not important. 
 
Interviews and 
Online Focus 
Group 
Transcripts and 
Observations 
 
Narratives 
 
Identified        
In vivo 
Evidence 
Grouped In 
vivo Evidence 
According to 
Research 
Stream 
 
Created 
Subcodes for 
Grouped In 
vivo Evidence 
 
Identified 
Common 
Codes 
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Table 34 
Emerging Thematic Keywords and Phrases:  Adamski Household 
 
Learner Characteristics Academic Support Academic Social Support 
D- loves to work 
D- hard worker 
W- She is [a visual learner] 
W- I like the videos 
L- She’s very good at it [learning] 
D- I really like to do well in school  
C- fast typer 
C- comfortable with using a computer 
E- I like to volunteer 
S- I think I feel pretty good about being 
able to do it 
M- If I have a problem, usually I’ll ask 
L- I’ll make sure to read the material 
A- I usually just decide myself 
E- student actively participating 
L- student checks webmail 
L- student double checking 
L- student is revising work 
L- student is taking notes 
D- student checks her gradebook 
C- keyboard shortcuts; typing quickly 
C- student navigating the Internet and EMS 
P- student answers learning coach’s 
question 
O - talks back and forth with the teachers 
I- [Virtual classes], because they’re hearing, they’re seeing 
G- use their education to benefit them 
G- make sure we’re doing things right 
R- keep the same pattern 
T- I’m aware of what’s going on so that we can discuss it 
T- I try to make myself aware of technology 
G- Remove yourself from the competition and learn 
G- They have to read it in a book 
G- it’s academics, but it’s not athletics 
V- BrainPOP 
I- make sure I go to math [virtual class] 
N/O- I can ask my mom or my teacher if I need help 
G- She [learning coach] makes sure to tell us what we need 
to do during the day 
F- flexible schedule 
K- curriculum is tougher, so I can learn more 
I- student participating in a virtual class 
O- student replies to a webmail; reads teacher feedback 
X- student is using textbook. 
G- interact once during observation. 
L/B- student reviewing planner, tutorial, flash cards 
K- student takes assessment 
Z- It [interaction with 
classmates] doesn’t matter 
B-It does help her [student] to 
interact with the kids… 
sometimes she’s stressed 
B- I like being able to interact 
with [classmates] like in 
breakout rooms 
J- I do socialize with people a 
lot outside of school 
B-student interacting in 
virtual class, typing. 
 
 
 
 Table 35 
Emerging Thematic Keywords and Phrases:  Bailey Household 
 
Learner Characteristics Academic Support Academic Social Support 
D- want to succeed 
S- I can complete each lesson by the end 
of the day 
A- works mostly independently 
M- very talkative… social 
M- definitely will tell me if he needs help 
D- want to get everything correct 
A- resourceful 
A- knows how to find answers to things 
L- do everything in the lesson 
W- I’m more of like a visual learner 
D- hard-working 
E- curious 
W- good long-term memory 
L- student is taking notes 
L- student remains focused 
L- student checks webmail 
L- student refers to textbook 
C- navigating the Internet and EMS 
W- student takes a break for a snack 
P- student accepting learning coach 
feedback 
I- [virtual classes] are very helpful 
O- message board definitely help 
O- teacher support has just been very helpful 
O- teachers have always gotten back to us rather quickly 
O- email [teachers] or call them 
G- prioritize by doing what he [student] can do reasonably quick 
N- we do study together 
G- learn how to learn correctly 
R- do the normal routine 
R- take breaks when they needed is important 
N- talking a lot helps too 
T- works independently other than me just checking 
G- [learning coach] making sure I have all my lessons done 
Y- [program] encourages more independence 
F- [program] freedom and flexibility 
F- catered toward individual students 
V- watch the videos; BrainPOPs; student is watching BrainPOP 
K- curriculum [is most supportive] 
X-  textbook and workbooks help out; student is using them 
H- [technical support] to be extremely helpful 
T- learning coach is logged onto education management system 
N- learning coach talks with student 
J- [student] has a lot of 
friends from 
[extracurricular activity 
V- they’ve seen what 
makes a student not 
successful 
Z- don’t seek that 
involvement with other 
children [at school] 
B- can get off topic 
J- makes me feel better 
about doing this school 
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Table 36 
Emerging Thematic Keywords and Phrases:  Chapman Household 
 
Learner Characteristics Academic Support Academic Social Support 
L- stays focused 
W- doesn’t take a lot of breaks 
S- fairly good attitude 
D- works really hard 
D- likes to get her lessons done; move on 
W- knocks out all the easy stuff first 
A- works independently 
M- if I do have a question, I will go out there and ask 
[ learning coach] 
W- audio and visual [learner] 
L- responsible 
D- I try and get 100% every time 
S- feel pretty confident, usually 
L- I think I study hard, and I do my best 
C- I’m very comfortable [using a computer 
W- [Extracurricular activity] I find that very calming, 
W- student is whisper reading out loud 
L- student checks webmail 
W- student takes a break 
L- student is double checking answers 
L- student is taking notes 
C- student is navigating EMS 
W- student intentionally skipped question 
E- student participating in virtual class 
P- student answers learning coach questions and 
explains error 
O- positive reinforcement from the teacher 
I- I like the [virtual classes], so I think that that’s 
what helps me the most 
I- the biggest things are the [virtual classes] 
O- usually webmail. It gets it answered real fast 
T- check on her every half hour, 45 minutes 
G- keep at least a 95% overall [learning coach goal] 
G- keep her balance and motivated with an activity 
R- making sure she’s got a good breakfast start 
G- I make her go and do, so she learns 
G- allowing her the freedom to make her day 
R- a good routine and good habits outside of school 
F- flexibility with her schedule 
V- videos; student is watching videos 
Y- there’s no guesswork; the schedule is there for us  
Y- usually no distractions 
F- more time to understand subjects 
V- I’ll use the online textbooks, or there’s the videos 
I- student is reviewing a prerecorded virtual class 
- discussion of webmail exchange 
I-  student attended a virtual class 
T- learning coach asks student how she is doing 
T- learning coach logged into the education 
management system 
B- sometimes when she’s 
able to listen to others, she 
gets a different perspective 
J- she goes over to 
[extracurricular activity] 
where she is with a lot of 
other girls her age…. 
Teamwork 
Z- It’s not extremely 
important for me. I enjoy 
having classmates there. 
Z- When they have them in 
breakout rooms, I don’t 
really enjoy that 
U- a [school field trip]….it 
was nice because we were 
working together 
 
 
Table 37 
Emerging Thematic Keywords and Phrases:  Dunne Household 
 
Learner Characteristics Academic Support Academic Social Support 
D- more intrinsic motivation 
S- very positive attitude 
D- hard worker 
M- really likes to talk during class 
D- very persistent 
E- cares about school 
D- certain need to get good grades 
S- few lessons or more easy lessons… I tend to feel 
more confident….[larger assignments] or a test…I tend 
to worry a bit more….I usually do complete all of my 
lessons either way 
W- start with the hardest class 
A- I am independent 
C- very comfortable [using computers] 
W- visual learner- prefer [math] on the whiteboard 
W- lunch at a somewhat standard time; breakfast 
E- read for pleasure 
L- student checks webmail; taking notes 
W- student takes a break 
C- student navigating EMS 
P- student taking direction from learning coach 
regarding math problem 
L- student working to correct mistakes  
O- webmail right away if they have a question 
I- [virtual classes] I think is the most important 
part 
O- [teachers] have always been pretty supportive 
T- I like being able to know what they’re learning 
T- making sure that she is learning the objectives 
R- Setting a plan; communication 
R- check their webmail in between each lesson 
R- I try and give them breaks 
N- I wouldn’t be in honors algebra without her 
help  
K- cover more material with virtual school 
F- it’s [program] flexible 
X- textbooks 
H- Call tech support 
I- one-on-one help is very important 
G- pushes me to do my very best 
V- Discovery Education or BrainPOP videos 
N- learning coach and student working together on 
whiteboard 
X- student prints study guide for test 
I- student watches a recorded virtual class 
U- we try and go on field 
trips 
B- [in virtual classes]. I 
think that helps, because 
that little bit of 
competition 
B- I usually go to about 
half of them [virtual 
classes] 
B/U- I think that it is very 
important to interact with 
the classmates, whether 
it’s online or in person at a 
field trip 
J- bricks and mortar 
school. I’ve met many of 
their friends…. we’ve 
been meeting 
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Table 38 
Emerging Thematic Keywords and Phrases:  Eisen Household 
 
Learner Characteristics Academic Support Academic Social Support 
D- extremely self-motivated 
D- good attitude, but let’s just get in there, 
let’s just get it done 
A- they go and do their thing.  They will 
come to me and they’ll ask questions 
E- it’s pretty important to me that I do fairly 
well in school 
W- Within a week I feel great that they’ll 
accomplish everything 
W- smart 
L- dedicated 
P- obedient 
D- I’d like to get all A’s for the whole 
semester 
S- I feel pretty confident 
W- The only real break I really take during 
school time is for lunch 
D- I am normally very driven to get school 
done 
D- get it done well, quickly, so I have time 
to do those hobbies. 
L- student checks webmail 
W- student is not taking any notes 
W- student listens to radio while 
completing lessons 
M- student asks learning coach for help 
with math; working together 
C- student is navigating the EMS 
I- [Virtual classes] for math 
-R We read the webmail’s faithfully. We organize 
them 
G- I don’t have to have their best, but it needs to be 
somewhere close 
T- share what they’ve learned 
N- I frequently get asked to read things 
G- put portfolios more towards the beginning [of the 
week] 
N- taught good study habits 
G- read every page of [online lessons] 
R/N- Every Sunday… laying out the chart for the 
kids. I go over the portfolios before they do 
N- watch grades day in and day out 
F- kids can work in a way that’s best for them 
K/X- glossaries; formula sheets; study guides 
V- They love the BrainPOP movies 
H- All else fails, I’ll call tech support 
O- email them [teachers] if I’m having trouble 
N- [learning coach] go through my [assessments] and 
ask me the questions I got wrong 
F- you can work at your own pace 
G- review the day’s schedule 
T- learning coach logged into EMS 
N- student and learning coach work together to 
review math and complete an assessment as a team 
V- student watches video in online lesson 
N- student is using chart provided by learning coach 
Z- it’s nice, but it’s not a 
requirement 
J- We get a lot of social activity 
outside of the home 
Z- there’s not a lot of examples in 
our history 
Z- I usually don’t work together with 
my classmates much 
J- I have a small group of friends 
which I interact with 
Z- doesn’t really bother me much 
[not being social]. 
 
Table 39 
Emerging Thematic Keywords and Phrases:  Flores Household 
 
Learner Characteristics Academic Support Academic Social Support 
D- stepping stone to get to her goals 
E- she takes pride in it 
A- self managing 
W- 98% of the time she completes her lessons daily 
M- initiated conversations with the teachers when she 
doesn’t understand 
E- respect for education 
W- the visual, the hands-on, the little projects 
D- competitive side 
E- smart, she’s an active learner, and active participant 
C- she could go into PowerPoint/Word/Excel  
L- She make sure she checks everything 
L- really looks at the feedback 
D- I’m working to 100 
A- independent 
W- have an hour lunch break… I just relax 
D- perfectionist 
S- I always feel I will get it [schoolwork] done 
W- I take frequent breaks 
L- student is taking notes in a notebook 
W- the student takes a 15-minute break to be active on 
a playset in another room 
P- student assists learning coach with sibling 
L- student checks her webmail 
M- student asks coach for assessment clarification  
C- student navigating the EMS and Internet 
O- she’ll webmail them [teachers] quickly and they 
respond right away 
I- active in the [virtual classes] 
G- I try to make her a researcher 
G- we made learning something that we enjoyed 
T- trying to get her to relax a little bit 
G- not the sage on stage but the guide on the side 
T- I want to hear her voice 
G- it’s all based on conversation 
G- you don’t have to always have 100 
G- I don’t [prioritize her lessons for her] 
F- [program] gives opportunity to really think 
about what we’re learning and why we’re learning 
it 
F- flexibility is really what helps us 
I- a leader within that setting [virtual classes] 
I- I like the [virtual classes], if they would align it 
H- if I can’t fix it then tech support 
G- [learning coach] pushes me hard to my limits 
F- I love that I have time for my extra activities 
V- I usually like the videos 
I- student attend a virtual class 
T- learning coach asks student to explain what 
she’s learning 
K- student completes and online assessment 
V- student is watching a video in online lesson 
Z- The fact that she doesn’t 
get much of it [in school] 
it’s not detrimental in my 
opinion 
Z- I do make it a point to 
support…. I don’t actively 
go looking to make a 
connection for her 
B- leader within that setting 
[virtual classes] 
B- it’s somewhat important 
[to have a chance to interact 
with her classmates] 
U- sometimes I do field 
trips 
B- student is actively 
engaged in the virtual class, 
typing 
VIRTUAL MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENT ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 146   
 
Table 40 
Emerging Thematic Keywords and Phrases:  Garcia Household 
 
Learner Characteristics Academic Support Academic Social Support 
W- on target learner 
M- when he has a problem he calls the 
teacher 
E- really loves school and really loves cyber 
schooling 
E- good attitude too towards learning 
A- self-starter 
D- driven to get that work done 
A- completely independent of me 
W- can absorb information from many 
mediums 
W- he’s [student] of visual learner 
W- type A [personality] 
L- has focus, he has respect 
E- he has a thirst for knowledge 
P- he’s cooperative 
D- I want to get at least 90% or over in 
every course 
E- [doing well in school] is very, very 
important to me 
S- I feel confident for every lesson 
W- at 12 o’clock to 1 o’clock [p.m.] I have 
lunch; once in a while a 10 to 15-minute 
break 
C- I feel very comfortable most of the time 
[using a computer] 
L- student is checking webmail 
W- student periodically talks out loud, 
answering questions from his lesson 
W- student takes a break; has a snack 
L- student is double checking answers; 
using textbook during assessment 
C- student is navigating EMS and Internet 
O- [student] interacts mostly by phone and webmail 
O- teachers are always super flexible 
I- I do not enforce [virtual classes] …do watch the 
recordings. 
G- finish one of each core subject every day. 
G- my goals for my son are to enjoy learning 
R- I do not wake up my children 
R- part of our routine is almost not having a set routine 
R- they must eat breakfast before they start school 
G- I make sure that he [student] doesn’t forget about 
those important things 
G- I’m here to facilitate and I give my opinions 
R- I enforce breaks 
G- I enforce summertime learning 
T/R- I look at that gradebook for all of my students 
every single day 
F- you have the ability to adjust the scheduler 
Y- the planner’s important because it’s laid right out 
there 
G- we go to the library  
V- BrainPOP; Kahn Academy; YouTube; Wikipedia 
X- I mainly use my textbooks 
H-tech support is really strong 
O- I call them or webmail them [teachers] to [improve 
my grade] 
F- you can learn at your own pace 
T- learning coach asks student if he webmailed his 
teacher  
N- learning coach and student discuss which lesson to 
complete next 
V-student watches BrainPOP video; student watches 
other videos 
H- student completes assessments 
X- student refers to his textbook 
J- [student] has interaction with 
children who are his friends six 
days a week [at extracurricular 
activity] 
J- [at extracurricular activity] he’s 
[student] learning how to focus. 
How to communicate. How to 
work with people. How to 
accomplish tasks together. He 
does have friends. 
J- I have friends out there in the 
real world 
B- I worked with my classmates 
and sometimes I try to be a leader 
and help them 
J- mostly I would socialize with 
[brother]…. My friends are 
mainly in regular school 
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Table 41 
Emerging Thematic Keywords and Phrases:  Hase Household 
 
Learner Characteristics Academic Support Academic Social Support 
W- does better without the distractions 
of talking to other kids 
D- getting in…getting her schoolwork 
done 
S- how good I’m feeling about it 
[ability to complete lessons] depends on 
which subject I have 
D- She gets upset if she gets a B 
A- does most of her classes on her own 
W- She’s more visual 
M- social butterfly 
W- does pick things up quick 
D- checks her gradebook 
L- see what the teacher’s comments are 
E- very important [doing well in school] 
W- I like videos. I learn from doing 
W- I like hearing people talk about it 
C- I’m comfortable [using the 
computer] 
C- I’m a very fast typer 
E- I do read a lot 
M- the student asks learning coach for 
help 
L- student checks webmail 
W- student is watching videos in lesson 
W- student is wearing a headset while 
listening to online lessons 
P- student accepts learning coach’s 
suggestions for hands-on activity 
C- student navigating EMS 
I- she does the [virtual classes], which in my opinion they’re 
okay 
O- they’re [teachers] good to follow up [in webmail] 
O- they’ve [teachers] been good to respond or talk to me on 
the phone [when help was needed] 
G- do your work the right time the first time 
T-  when I go over the lessons I try to go learn it real quick so 
I can help her 
G- she [student] knows she has to get school done to get ready 
[extracurricular activities] 
R- just get breakfast, do your schoolwork, grab lunch when 
you need to. 
N- I’ll ask her some questions 
N- she [student] reviews her [assessment] answers with me 
before she submits them 
F- I really appreciate the flexibility 
F- block scheduling 
N- she comes to me and I get involved 
G- I do my best to keep her [student] focused 
V- she really likes the BrainPOP movies 
H- tech support 
N- she’ll [learning coach] try to take a different approach 
V- videos [are most helpful] 
X- I’ll use my textbooks for social studies and language arts 
T- the learning coach is logged into the EMS 
N- the student and learning coach work together to complete a 
hands-on activity/project; learning coach is encouraging 
V- student is watching the videos in online lessons; BrainPOP 
K- student completes assessment; completes activities in 
lesson 
U- I think it’s great to go on the 
field trips 
B- do the [virtual classes] when 
she [student] can focus 
J- they actually do web chats 
J- [student] got plenty of 
[friends from extracurricular 
activities] that she does get to 
interact with 
B- working together you got 
those other opinions 
Z- I like working together with 
my classmates but it’s not 
necessarily important 
B- We’re able to learn from 
each other 
VIRTUAL MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENT ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 148   
 
 
Table 42 
Emerging Thematic Keywords and Phrases:  Online Teacher Focus Group 
 
Learner Characteristics Academic Support Academic Social Support 
A- Independent, organized, self-
starter 
M- Able to ask questions 
D- Working toward a goal 
D- Aiming high 
L- Goal of actually learning the 
material 
L- review daily schedule 
L/M- check and respond to webmails 
L- Check the message board 
frequently 
D- career and college plans 
S- confident 
D- self-motivation 
A- set and follow a schedule on their 
own 
M- willing to communicate 
E- value education 
L- looking at teacher feedback 
W- get up early, eat breakfast 
D- Checking gradebook daily 
E- engaged and focused 
D- 100% of all lessons on the 
planner are completed each day 
W- Take appropriate breaks 
D- Uses opportunities for 
improvement 
M- social, friendly, curious 
D- Maintain a B average 
E- actively participate 
D- Strives to do their best 
A- more mature than their peers 
W- attend [virtual classes] as needed 
W- time management skills 
C- Basic computer skills 
C- Navigate the Internet intelligently 
 
O- [ teacher] calling each student 
I- Opportunities for group work in [virtual classes] 
I- Engaging [virtual classes] 
O- [teacher] Getting to know the students 
O- [teacher] clearly communicate expectations 
O- [teacher] willingness to answer questions and provide 
tutoring/help 
O- [teacher] feedback 
O- [teacher] frequent communication 
O- [teacher] using diagnostic tools 
O- [teacher] be encouraging 
O- [teacher] give them more than one avenue to correctly 
answer a problem 
O- [teacher] phone calls, respond to webmail’s in a timely 
manner 
O- [teacher] keeping message boards and other modes of 
communication up to date 
T- [learning coach] check the gradebook and webmail 
frequently 
N- [learning coach] ask the student specific questions about 
what they learned 
R- [learning coach] create and enforce a daily schedule 
N- [learning coach] help the student study, read notes together, 
create flashcards 
O- [learning coach] ask the teachers questions 
C- learning coach completes the virtual training 
N- take the student to [educational] field trips 
R- [learning coach] encourage students to establish/follow a 
daily routine 
G- [learning coach] motivate students 
G- [learning coach] ensure they are organized 
T- [learning coach] be sure they are doing their online lessons 
diligently 
C- [learning coach] learn how to use the computer 
N- [learning coach] read with the student 
G- [learning coach] be supportive 
G- [learning coach] encourage independent thinking 
K- gradebook and message boards 
Y- user-friendly system; assessments 
Y- clearly defined schedule 
K- activities/videos that appeal to different learning styles 
I- virtual classes…supplemental programs 
U- family mentors…field trips… 
I/O- teachers 
H- computer and printer 
H- tech support 
B- social [virtual classes] 
B- breakout rooms are great 
B- Students should be given 
opportunities to socialize 
B- microphones, allowing 
students to talk 
B- Some students value the 
interaction online 
B- Collaborating on a project 
might have a small impact on 
academic success 
B- chat time at beginning of 
[virtual class] and at end 
B/J/U- important for peers to 
manage social norms 
Z- I don’t find it so important for 
academic achievement 
B- Some need a lot of 
socialization and are motivated by 
it….Others prefer to work alone 
not coded- place for them to chat 
on my [message board] 
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Explanation of Common Themes 
Learner Characteristics 
For the purpose of this study, learner characteristics is defined as personal attributes or skills 
(Rice, 2006) that a student may possess or demonstrate in an online environment, and a student’s 
ability to regulate learning (Schunk, 1991), potentially impacting academic achievement.  Refer 
to Table 43 for definitions of the common themes associated with this research stream. 
Table 43 
Definitions of Common Themes:  Learner Characteristics 
 
 
Common theme 
 
Definition of theme 
 Driven When an individual is driven, he or she is determined to succeed and reach their goals.   
Autonomous Autonomous is an adjective used to describe a person who can exist or act separately from other people.  
Diligent Someone who is diligent makes a steady, consistent effort.  
Aware Awareness is the simple notion of an individual knowing that something exists.  
Confident A confident person believes he or she can do well or succeed.  
Communicative A communicative person is willing to talk to people. 
Engaged To engage someone is to keep his or her interest.  
Cooperative A person who is cooperative is able to work with others  
Computer literate Literate refers to having some knowledge about a topic; computer literate refers to having basic knowledge about 
computer usage. 
Note: The definitions were developed using Merriam-Webster.com. 
Attributes 
Driven.  When an individual is driven, he or she is determined to succeed (Merriam-
Webster, n.d.) and reach their goals.  All of the student participants in this study either self-
identified themselves as having characteristics of a driven student or their learning coaches did.  
Based on the perspectives provided by all of the household participants, the study results showed 
that the student participants have a drive to complete their lessons successfully and earn good 
grades; however, there is no strong indication from the participant interviews that one outcome is 
more desirable than the other.  The archived data review revealed that none of the students had 
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any overdue lessons at the time the review was conducted, and each student’s overall gradebook 
average was above a 90% at the time the researcher conducted the review.  The study results 
suggest that one potential motivator fueling the student participants’ drive in the virtual school 
program is an interest in extracurricular activities, such as sports and hobbies.  Seven out of eight 
student participants identified a specific sport or activity they look forward to participating in 
during the school week, and many expressed that their lessons must be completed by a certain 
time of day to be able to participate in the extracurricular activity.  The one remaining student 
shared she is involved in an extracurricular activity, but she did not share details regarding when 
she participates in the activity or whether she needs to complete her lessons beforehand.  Several 
learning coaches acknowledged the significant role extracurricular activities play in their 
households, and as Mrs. Chapman explained regarding Charlotte, “making sure she’s got 
something to look forward to at the end of her classes…. That’s a huge a motivator for her…” 
Some of the in vivo keywords and phrases from the participant interviews that support the notion 
that an external motivator may contribute to student drive are included below: 
 get it done well, quickly, so I have time to do those hobbies 
 I am normally very driven to get school done 
 gonna get her lessons done …, so she can use her other schooling time to [extracurricular 
activity]  
 driven to get that work done 
 stepping stone to get to her goals 
 
The study results also showed that based on the household participants’ perspectives, a drive to 
succeed may be a significant part of the students’ personalities themselves, and perhaps many of 
the students would still be driven to succeed without involvement in extracurricular activities.  A 
selection of the in vivo keywords and phrases from the participant households associated with 
drive as a personality trait are included below: 
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 loves to work 
 wants to succeed 
 I try and get 100% every time 
 I’d like to get all A’s 
 intrinsic motivation 
 
Several of the teacher participants identified learner characteristics similar to those listed above 
as contributing to academic achievement, indicating that the teachers also perceive that a drive to 
succeed is an essential component of middle school student academic achievement in a virtual 
school program.  A selection of the in vivo keywords and phrases provided by the teachers 
associated with drive as a characteristic are included below: 
 working toward a goal 
 self-motivation 
 aiming high 
 go-getter attitude 
 strives to do their best 
 
 The study results show that adolescent virtual school students who perform well in the virtual 
school program may be driven to succeed because of intrinsic motivation, such as a student’s 
personality trait, or external motivators, such as extracurricular activities, and possibly a 
combination of both.  The attribute of motivation has been associated with successful adult 
online learners (Barbour & Reeves, 2009), and the results of this study suggest successful virtual 
middle school students may share this same characteristic.  This characteristic has been identified 
as a potential indicator of success in virtual school (Lee & Figueroa, 2012; Ronsisvalle & 
Watkins, 2005), which this study’s results support.  Drive is connected to the characteristics of 
autonomy and engagement in adults (Pink, 2009) and experience using online technology (Kim, 
et al., 2012), and this study reinforces the possibility of this correlation in adolescents.   
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 Autonomous.  Autonomous is an adjective used to describe a person who can exist or act 
separately from other people (Merriam-Webster, n.d.).  Based on this study’s results, all of the 
student participants are able to complete their daily lessons independently, separate from their 
learning coach.  As several learning coaches suggested, although their students may ask their 
learning coaches for assistance or guidance at some point during the school day, the students are 
able to work independently the majority of the time.  This ability to be mostly self-directed 
during the school day is what makes each student an independent learner.  A selection of the in 
vivo keywords and phrases from the participant households associated with autonomy are 
included below: 
 I usually just decide myself [about lesson completion] 
 I am independent 
 self-managing 
 completely independent of me [the learning coach] 
 knows how to find answers to things 
 
Many of the learning coaches shared the specific types of support they provide for their students 
to enable them to be independent learners.  Mrs. Eisen shared that she creates a customized 
schedule each Sunday evening for Eric and his sibling, detailing the lessons they should 
complete each day during the upcoming week. After she reviews the chart with her students to 
determine if they have any questions, she stated, “I hand that off to them and they go and do their 
thing.” The Adamski household is different; Alisa makes her own decisions about prioritizing 
her lessons throughout the week. Mrs. Adamski explained that to support Alisa as an 
independent learner, she keeps a basic routine in the household, but she does not get too involved 
with any of Alisa’s online lessons.  Many of the teacher participants identified characteristics 
similar to those listed above associated with independent learners.  A selection of the in vivo 
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keywords and phrases provided by the teachers associated with autonomy as a characteristic are 
included below: 
 self-starter  
 able to set and follow a schedule on their own 
 independent 
 more mature than their peers 
   
Mrs. Eisen made an important point when she discussed her student’s success as a middle 
school student in the virtual school program at KVS.  She explained that since Eric has been 
enrolled in KVS since first grade, they had many years together of what she called “trial and 
error” in the virtual school program to get to where they are today in their learning coach/student 
relationship and level of familiarity with what he needs to achieve academically.  All but one of 
the student participants in this study have been enrolled in either KVS or another virtual school 
program since either kindergarten or first grade, and this data suggests the longevity in the virtual 
school program may be a significant influence contributing to a student’s eventual autonomy in 
middle school in the virtual school program.  The researcher’s assertion is supported by literature 
that explains when adults experience an autonomous environment after time spent in a controlled 
or structured environment, they will struggle to succeed (Pink, 2009).  These students may not be 
experiencing this struggle because they have been in an autonomous environment for many 
years.  Research also suggests autonomy may impact motivation in adolescents (Pink, 2009), and 
since the student participants seem to possess both of these characteristics, it is possible that a 
cause and effect relationship may be present.       
 Diligent. Someone who is diligent makes a steady, consistent effort (Merriam-Webster, 
n.d.), and diligent students care about their school work.  This care is manifested through a 
consistent effort, taking time to complete the various activities necessary to learn lesson 
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objectives and to complete lessons successfully.  All of the student participants were either 
observed completing tasks that can be related to diligence, or they or their learning coaches 
identified activities that the researcher deemed as related to diligence.  A selection of the in vivo 
keywords and phrases from the participant households associated with diligence are included 
below:  
 I’ll make sure to read the material 
 I do everything in the lessons 
 student is double checking answers 
 the student is checking webmail 
 she makes sure she checks everything 
Many of the teacher participants referred to activities similar to those above when listing 
activities related to academic achievement.  A selection of the in vivo keywords and phrases 
from the teacher participants associated with diligence are included below:  
 review daily planner 
 checks message boards frequently 
 check and respond to webmails 
 working toward a goal 
 notetaking 
 
There are many components to the virtual school program, both within the online lessons 
themselves and as part of the overall EMS.  The online lessons themselves include various 
activities, web links, and assessments, and the EMS is inclusive of internal webmail, teacher 
message boards, an online gradebook, and virtual classrooms.  Many of the household 
participants acknowledged the importance of the sum of all of these components of the EMS, and 
the student participants seem to be able to identify the activities that require consistent attention 
and effort to support their academic achievement.  This study’s results mirror the results of a 
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study conducted by Liu and Cavanaugh (2011).  Liu and Cavanaugh’s (2011) study showed that 
virtual high school students who spent more time in their virtual high school’s online 
management system performed better academically than their peers who spent less time in the 
online system.  This similarity is an indication that diligence is a characteristic that contributes to 
the academic achievement of both adolescent and high school virtual school students.       
 Aware.  Awareness is the simple notion of an individual knowing that something exists 
(Merriam-Webster, n.d.).  For the purpose of this study, awareness refers to either a student or 
learning coach participant’s ‘knowing’ of what the student needs to achieve academically.  Based 
on this study’s results, all of the participant households comprise awareness at some level.  The 
majority of the student participants either self-identified themselves as a visual learner or their 
learning coaches did, showing an awareness of learning styles.  In the Eisen household, Eric did 
not state a particular learning style preference, although his learning coach, Mrs. Eisen, did 
comment that he enjoys watching the BrainPOP videos embedded in the online lessons, which 
may be an indication of a learning style preference.  The activities associated with awareness 
demonstrate how students may be able to regulate learning activities to fit their individual needs 
if they are actually aware of their learning needs, and this may have a direct impact on academic 
achievement.  A selection of the in vivo keywords and phrases from the participant households 
associated with a level of awareness are included below: 
 I like the videos 
 have an hour lunch break…I just relax 
 student is whisper reading aloud 
 makes sure to eat breakfast 
 I take frequent breaks 
VIRTUAL MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENT ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 156   
 
Several of the teacher participants identified activities related to an awareness level that may 
contribute to academic achievement.  A selection of the in vivo keywords and phrases from the 
teacher participants associated with awareness are included below: 
 takes appropriate breaks 
 eats breakfast 
 attends virtual classes as needed 
 
A study conducted by Zimmerman et al. (1992) with high school students in a brick and mortar 
school showed that students who thought they were able to regulate their own activities were 
more confident and performed better academically.  Similarly, this study’s results showed that 
various levels of awareness exist in each participant household, and students made adjustments 
during the day that would likely have a positive impact on their academic achievement.  This 
similarity in study results is an indication that awareness within both brick and mortar high 
school students and middle school virtual students may impact academic achievement in the 
same way.        
 Confident.  A confident person believes he or she can do well or succeed (Merriam-
Webster, n.d.).  During the student participant interviews, each student expressed that he or she 
possesses a feeling of confidence regarding successful daily lesson completion.  A few students 
did share that there are times when they may be nervous about taking a high-stakes assessment or 
may feel slightly worried about a large assignment that is due, but each of them said they have 
no doubt in their ability to complete their lessons.  Several of the student participants were also 
described by their learning coach as having a positive attitude towards school.  This connection 
between student confidence and academic achievement is supported by the aforementioned study 
conducted by Zimmerman et al. (1992) and by Bandura (1993), who associated self-confidence 
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with self-efficacy in education.  Bandura explained that if a student has a high level of self-
efficacy or belief in his or her abilities, this alone can impact the goals they set for themselves, 
their motivation, and their academic achievement, connecting the characteristics of confidence 
and drive that emerged in this study.  Research also suggests that self-confidence can impact 
autonomy, and it is also connected to one’s level of awareness and technology skills (Rice, 2006; 
Roblyer et al., 2008).  A selection of the in vivo keywords and phrases from the household 
participants associated with confidence are included below: 
 I think I feel pretty good about being able to do it 
 I can complete each lesson by the end of the day 
 feel pretty confident, usually 
 I always feel I will get it [school work] done 
 
Interestingly, only two of the nine teacher participants referred to confidence as a learner 
characteristic contributing to academic success in the virtual school program, which is a 
disconnect compared to the prevalence of this characteristic within the household participant 
results.  This disconnect may be the result of the structure of the virtual school program and the 
shift in the role and responsibilities of online teachers, which is supported by a study conducted 
by Hawkins et al. (2011) in which virtual high school teachers perceived their main role now as a 
“…grader or tutor…” (p. 10) in the virtual school model.  This shift may be prompting virtual 
school teachers to focus more on activities that yield concrete results connected to accountability 
metrics more so than intangible traits.  
 Communicative.  A communicative person is willing to talk to people (Merriam-
Webster, n.d.), and the willingness of a student to talk to teachers and his or her learning coach 
was identified as an important learner characteristic contributing to academic achievement by 
several of the teacher participants. In particular, the teacher participants stated students should be 
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willing to ask questions when they need help.  The importance of this willingness to 
communicate is supported by a study conducted by Kim et al. (2014) that revealed if high school 
students in a virtual environment lack interaction and are unable to communicate their concerns 
to peers, their level of self-efficacy can be negatively impacted.  According to Bandura (1993), 
this would negatively impact academic achievement.  In the virtual school program at KVS, 
there is little peer to peer online interaction where students can openly express their concerns to 
each other.  As a result, students must be willing to ask a learning coach or teacher for help when 
they have any concerns.  The willingness to ask adults for help in a virtual school program or the 
ability to communicate concerns may impact a student’s level of self-efficacy and ultimately 
academic achievement.  This study’s results showed that all of the student participants 
demonstrated communicativeness either via the researcher’s observation of certain activities or 
from the student participants themselves or their learning coaches during the participant 
interviews. A selection of the in vivo keywords and phrases from the participant households 
associated with a communicative student are: 
 if I have a problem, usually I’ll ask 
 he definitely will tell me if he needs help 
 student asks learning coach for help with math 
 initiates conversations with the teachers when she doesn’t understand 
 when he has a problem he calls the teacher 
While only a couple of the student participants were described as also being talkative or social, 
the study results showed that all of the student participants were identified as willing to ask for 
help from their learning coach.        
 Engaged. To engage someone is to keep his or her interest (Merriam-Webster, n.d.).  In a 
virtual school program, the ways in which students may be engaged include, but are not limited 
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to, online lesson activities, interaction a virtual class, discussions with learning coaches, 
enjoyment from the structure of the virtual school program itself, alignment of the program and 
personal beliefs, or opportunities to be autonomous.  Actively participating in the EMS activities 
alone may impact academic achievement (Liu and Cavanaugh, 2011), and this characteristic is 
connected to autonomy, motivation, and eventually mastery in adults (Pink, 2009).  Perhaps this 
connection exists among successful virtual middle school students.  All of the students appeared 
focused and actively completing online lessons during observations, with no indication of 
procrastination or lesson avoidance on the part of the student participants.   Also, all of the 
learning coach participants suggested their students had positive attitudes towards school, and 
even education overall in a few instances, which connects to the definition of engagement as 
having an interest in something.  Some of the in vivo keywords and phrases from the participant 
households associated with engagement in the virtual school program are: 
 student typing in online lesson 
 student taking notes 
 thirst for knowledge 
 student participating in virtual class 
 student working at a whiteboard 
 respect for education 
Several of the teacher participants used specific terms relating to engagement as a characteristic 
contributing to academic achievement.  A selection of the in vivo keywords and phrases from the 
teacher participants associated with engagement are included below: 
 engaged 
 focused 
 interaction and engagement are big key factors 
 need to value education 
 
VIRTUAL MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENT ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 160   
 
Cooperative.  A student who is cooperative is able to work with others (Merriam-
Webster, n.d.), and the importance of having a cooperative student/learning coach relationship in 
a virtual school program is reinforced by a study conducted by Borup et al. (2015).  In the study, 
online high school students reported interacting 40% more often with parents than their peers and 
more than 300% more often with parents than their instructors.  These statistics reinforce how 
crucial it is that a student and learning coach are able to constructively work together towards a 
common goal in a virtual school program.  This study’s results showed that all of the student 
participants are cooperative when interacting with their learning coaches, and the researcher 
observed cooperation in each household.  None of the teacher participants identified cooperative 
as a learner characteristic contributing to student academic achievement.  Some of the in vivo 
keywords and phrases from the participant household associated with cooperative students are:      
 he’s obedient 
 student assists learning coach with younger sibling 
 student politely answers learning coach question 
 student accepted learning coach feedback 
 he’s cooperative 
Skills 
 Computer literate. The majority of teacher participants identified computer skills as the 
most important type of skill a student who is enrolled in a virtual school program should possess. 
One teacher clarified this view by stating students should have basic computer skills, so there 
does not appear to be an expectation among teachers that students need to be computer experts; 
however, students should at least be computer literate. Literate refers to having some knowledge 
about a topic (Merriam-Webster, n.d.), and a student who is computer literate would have basic 
knowledge about how to use computers.  This basic knowledge includes navigation of the 
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Internet, experience with the computer keyboard, and basic knowledge of computer programs 
such as Microsoft. This perception that students need basic computer skills to succeed in a virtual 
program is supported by a study conducted by Menchaca and Bekele (2008) in which the study 
results suggest students may need at least basic to moderate skills to have the confidence to 
succeed in a virtual school program.  This type of basic computer knowledge may also impact 
the persistence of families in the virtual school program, as suggested by a study conducted by 
Kim et al. (2012) in which prior experience working with computer technology positively 
impacted the motivation and contentment of virtual high school students in a virtual program.  
The researcher observed many of the student participants toggling between several tabs on their 
laptops, using keyboard shortcuts, and accessing the Internet regularly for help with lesson 
completion. Also, in addition to the student participants demonstrating computer skills, all of the 
learning coach participants stated they feel comfortable using a computer and the EMS each day.  
A learning coach participant’s confidence using computers and the EMS is important because 
research indicates that a parent’s level of self-efficacy with a task can impact the goals parents 
set for their students, which could then promote student self-efficacy (Brody et al., 1999) 
regarding that same task.  According to DeTure (2004), a college student's self-efficacy belief 
may be related to the student’s confidence level, particularly in using technology successfully for 
school.  Also, a study conducted by Muilenburg & Berge (2005) demonstrated that the perceived 
level of comfort in adult online learners with virtual learning directly affected their perceived 
barriers to learning and what they believed they would be able to accomplish in the course.  This 
study’s results showed that the student participants are both confident and skilled using computer 
technology, and the connection between self-efficacy and computer technology in college 
students and adult online learners may also exist in adolescent virtual school students.  There 
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may be a positive reinforcing relationship between the student participants’ computer proficiency 
and their self-confidence in the virtual school model.  A selection of the in vivo keywords and 
phrases from the participant households associated with computer literacy are: 
 student is navigating the Internet 
 student is navigating the EMS 
 I’m very comfortable [using a computer] 
 student is using keyboard shortcuts 
 student is typing quickly 
Academic Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic support is defined as the various ways in which the 
virtual school structure supports a student (Rice, 2006), including teacher communication, 
parental involvement, online curriculum design, and resources.  Refer to Table 44 for definitions 
of the common themes associated with this research stream. 
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Table 44 
Definitions of Common Themes:  Academic Support 
 
 
Common theme 
 
Definition of theme 
 Synchronous teacher instruction  Real-time interaction between students and teachers. 
Teacher responsiveness Teachers’ prompt responses via webmail, telephone calls, assignment feedback, and the posting of 
important information on the message boards.   
Routine A regular way of doing things  
Attentiveness An attentive person pays careful attention to something or to the needs of others.  
Direction Guidance.  
Assistance Assistance is the actual act of helping or supporting someone.  
Flexibility Able to change or to do different things.   
Educational videos/websites Educational videos and website links embedded in the online curriculum. 
Comprehensiveness Including many, most, or all things.  
Layout The actual design or arrangement.  
Tangible resources A physical resource that can be touched. 
Technical support The technical support department at KVS. 
Note: The definitions were developed using Merriam-Webster.com. 
Teacher communication 
 Synchronous teacher instruction.  Teacher instruction in the virtual school program is 
either synchronous, meaning real-time interaction between students and teachers, or 
asynchronous, meaning the interaction is not occurring in real-time.  Virtual classrooms are used 
for synchronous teacher instruction at KVS, and this instruction is recorded for students who do 
not attend to view at a later day and time, which is then considered asynchronous teacher 
instruction.  The majority of participant households cited synchronous teacher instruction as the 
most supportive type of teacher communication in the virtual school program, and a few of the 
students shared that they specifically enjoy activities in the breakout rooms.  Breakout rooms are 
individual classrooms used for small group, student-led activities, and the enjoyment of these 
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independent student participants in the breakout rooms supports the results of a study conducted 
by Barbour and McLaren (2012).  Barbour and McLaren’s (2012) study showed that high school 
students in a virtual environment enjoyed synchronous classes with their teachers, especially 
when the student/teacher relationship enabled the student to continue to feel independent.  Two 
of the learning coach participants explained that their students attend synchronous virtual classes, 
but these learning coach participants do not feel as strongly about the efficiency of this academic 
support as the other households indicated.  Mrs. Garcia explained, “I do not enforce [virtual 
classes] because I feel like [virtual classes] take up too much time….We do watch the 
recordings.”  Mrs. Hase explained that she thinks the virtual classes are okay, but Helene is often 
distracted by the personal chat between classmates.  Wentzel (2003) suggests that student 
achievement may be directly related to whether or not teachers use similar strategies in the [brick 
and mortar] classroom as effective parents would use in the home, and the views of Mrs. Garcia 
and Mrs. Hase may be an indication of why some parents do not encourage their students to 
attend virtual classes.  The researcher suggests it is possible that if the teacher’s pedagogy in the 
virtual classroom is not aligned with the learning coach’s approach to instruction in the home, 
the learning coach may view that virtual class as an ineffective or inefficient academic support.  
The majority of teacher participants cited virtual classes as supportive of student academic 
success.  One teacher suggested that opportunities for teacher-led group work is key to support 
academic success in the virtual classroom, while another teacher suggested tutoring sessions in 
the virtual classroom are most helpful.  Research suggests that providing students with multiple 
opportunities to engage with content and connect with teachers in an online program is a critical 
component of supporting student success (DiPietro, 2010).  DiPietro’s (2010) study results align 
with the views of the teacher participants in this study regarding the benefit of various 
VIRTUAL MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENT ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 165   
 
approaches to instruction in the virtual classroom.  In contrast, the views of the teacher 
participants in this study regarding virtual class instruction vary from the views of teachers in a 
study conducted by Hawkins et al. (2011) in which most teachers stated that their interaction 
with students had “…little pedagogical value” (p. 10).  This belief of having little pedagogical 
value is also the opposite opinion of several student participants who indicated that virtual class 
instruction is crucial for their success in math.  A selection of household participant keywords 
and phrases associated with synchronous teacher instruction as academic support are:   
 [virtual classes], because they’re hearing, they’re seeing 
 [virtual classes] are very helpful 
 [virtual classes] for math 
 [virtual classes], so I think that’s what helps me the most 
 [virtual classes] I think is the most important part 
This study’s results suggest that virtual class instruction is valued by students, learning coaches, 
and teachers, and it is possible that teachers’ pedagogical styles in the virtual classroom 
influence a student’s decision to attend and a learning coach’s decision to encourage attendance.  
This interpretation is supported by the practice in the Eisen household at the beginning of each 
new school year in which Mrs. Eisen requires Eric to attend each teacher’s virtual classes to 
determine which ones are the best fit for him based on his learning style and the teacher’s 
pedagogy; however, he generally always attends his math virtual classes.        
Teacher Responsiveness.  Every participant household indicated in some way that the 
teachers in the virtual school program at KVS are a significant supportive resource for students 
and learning coaches, mainly through teachers’ prompt responses via webmail, telephone calls 
when families contact teachers with questions, assignment feedback, and through the posting of 
important, up-to-date course information on the message boards.  Mrs. Flores explained, 
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“They’re [teachers] constantly there and depending on what she submits to them, then they act 
on it.”  Mrs. Garcia also shared that teachers have provided external resource information to her 
when she has had a question.  She continued, “They have knowledge of websites that I wouldn’t 
necessarily think of to go to if my child didn’t understand. They also provide that kind of 
support.”  In the Bailey household, Brendan listed the various ways teachers are supportive in the 
virtual school program by explaining that teachers help him “by posting our lessons [virtual 
classes], sending emails, and posting on their message board. Really helps out. If I do not 
understand anything, I will look on our message board...” A selection of the in vivo keywords 
and phrases from participant households associated with teacher responsiveness are:   
 teachers have always gotten back to us rather quickly 
 usually webmail. It gets answered real fast 
 [teachers] have always been pretty supportive 
 email them [teachers] if I’m having trouble 
 I’ll call them [teachers] or webmail them to [improve my grade] 
 
The teacher participants referenced several types of teacher communication that they perceive as 
contributing to student academic achievement.  A selection of the in vivo keywords and phrases 
from teacher participants associated with teacher responsiveness as academic support are:   
 calling each student 
 feedback 
 sending weekly webmails 
 frequent communication 
 willingness to answer questions and provide tutoring 
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In a study conducted by Hawkins et al. (2013), the frequency and quality of student/teacher 
interactions in a virtual high school impacted the completion rates of the students who were in 
asynchronous courses.  The study results of Hawkins et al. (2013) may shed light on why many 
students and learning coaches value the various types of teacher communication at KVS outside 
of synchronous virtual classes.  Also, Schunk (1991) determined that self-efficacy may be 
measured by teacher feedback, and the timely responses and assignment feedback provided by 
the teachers at KVS may be recognized as reinforcing of academic achievement by students and 
learning coaches. 
Parental involvement 
 Routine.  The learning environment for students enrolled in a brick-and-mortar school is 
different from those students who are enrolled in a virtual school. Virtual school students mostly 
learn in a residence, whether it is their home or the home of another adult who is their learning 
coach, and it may be difficult for students to separate learning time from recreational time in the 
home.  A routine is defined as a regular way of doing things (Merriam-Webster, n.d.), and the 
results of this study suggest consistency in the virtual school model may contribute to academic 
achievement.  Each participant household shared that they have a daily routine, although some 
routines may be more structured than others.  In the Adamski household, Mrs. Adamski 
explained that the routine of the household may change slightly day by day depending on what 
she needs to accomplish that day, but she said her “goal is if we could keep the same pattern for 
them even if I’m not here, they are okay.” Alisa shared that part of her daily routine is always 
attending her math virtual classes.  In the Bailey household, Mrs. Bailey expects her students to 
wake up at a reasonably early time each school day, have breakfast, get dressed, and be ready to 
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start school work by 9:00 AM. Mrs. Chapman shared that Charlotte wakes up by 7:30 AM each 
day, makes herself breakfast each day, and then starts her school day with her language arts 
virtual class.  Charlotte will usually attend another virtual class prior to lunch time, and then she 
wraps up her day with her math virtual class. In the Dunne household, Dhara make sure she eats 
breakfast before she leaves the house every day, and then her plan is to start with her math lesson 
each day. She then prioritizes her work based on what is due, and she usually will take her lunch 
at noon every day.  Conversely, Mrs. Garcia explained that part of her household’s daily routine 
is almost not having a routine. She wants her students to wake up on their own, and her only goal 
is for them to complete one lesson in each core subject each day, but Gregory can choose in 
which order he would like to complete them.  Mrs. Garcia did say that she enforces break time 
when she notices Gregory has been sitting at the computer for an extended period of time. Some 
of the in vivo keywords and phrases from the household participants associated with a daily 
routine as a component of parental involvement are:   
 good routine and good habits outside of school 
 making sure she’s got a good breakfast start 
 setting a plan 
 keep the same pattern 
 do the normal routine 
 
This study’s results showed that the participant households each have a routine that is arranged 
to best fit the needs of the students in the household.  All of the households start with breakfast 
prior to starting the school day, and each household completes lessons during what may be 
considered more traditional school hours.  The household routines also enable the student 
participants to make decisions as independent learners during the school day, such as which 
lesson to complete first or whether or not to attend a virtual class that day.  The researcher 
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suggests that having a routine sets expectation for students, and setting expectations is supportive 
of academic achievement (Fan & Chen, 2001).  A few teacher participants cited some form of 
defined schedule or routine in the household as a significant component of effective parental 
involvement in the virtual school program.  A selection of the in vivo keywords and phrases 
from the teacher participants associated with a daily routine as a component of parental 
involvement are:   
 [learning coach] encourage students to establish/follow a daily routine 
 [learning coach] create and enforce a daily schedule 
 help develop a plan 
 
Attentiveness.  An attentive person pays careful attention to something or to the needs of 
others (Merriam-Webster, n.d.), and attentiveness as a component of parental involvement in the 
virtual school model is inclusive of the level and type of attention the learning coach gives 
towards monitoring student progress in the EMS, addressing the student’s academic and 
socioemotional needs, and providing appropriate support to the student in the overall virtual 
school program. The traits of attentiveness are identifiable through actions, and this study’s 
results suggest that each learning coach participant is an attentive learning coach as evidenced 
through either the researcher’s observation or participant interviews.  Mrs. Flores explained how 
she tries to help Faith relax a bit regarding her schoolwork, because Faith tends to get a little 
stressed, so she is paying close attention to her stress level so she can intervene. Several of the 
learning coach participants remain logged into the EMS during the school day so they can 
monitor the progress of their students and ask any questions about assessments or assignments as 
they deem necessary. Mrs. Garcia said that she pays careful attention to assignment due dates, 
because Gregory sometimes needs a reminder so he does not forget.  A selection of the in vivo 
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keywords and phrases from the participant households associated with attentiveness as a 
component of parental involvement are:   
 check on her every half hour, 45 minutes 
 I like being able to know what they’re learning 
 I’m aware of what’s going on so that we can discuss it 
 I’ll ask her some questions 
 watch grades day in and day out 
Several teacher participants cited behaviors associated with attentiveness as traits of effective 
learning coach support.  A selection of the in vivo keywords and phrases from the teacher 
participants associated with attentiveness as a component of parental involvement are:   
 be supportive 
 ask questions 
 be attentive 
 check work regularly 
 be in close proximity to the student at all times 
 
Attentiveness as an important component of parental involvement is supported by a study 
conducted by Frid (2001) with adolescent students enrolled in a virtual enrichment program.  
Those adolescent students who did not have attentive parental support while they were enrolled 
in the online program had difficulty both submitting quality work and participating for the 
duration of the academic term.     
Direction.  Since the student participants in this study are independent learners, they do 
not require full-time guidance from their learning coaches; however, these students range in ages 
from 11 years old to 14 years old, and it can be expected that they may still benefit from periodic 
adult guidance during the school day.  Direction refers to guidance (Merriam-Webster, n.d.) 
rather than specific orders to complete something in a particular way with detailed step-by-step 
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instructions.  This study’s results showed that all of the learning coach participants provide 
direction to their students, and this direction includes, but is not limited to, expressed 
overarching educational goals for a student, advice, or even the learning coach’s approach when 
working with a student. Mrs. Eisen explained that her students know that they need to read every 
page of the online lesson, although they may not need to complete each activity. Mrs. Hase 
shared that she will redirect Helene, if necessary, to help keep her focused.  A selection of the in 
vivo keywords and phrases from the participant households associated with direction as a 
component of parental involvement are:   
 remove yourself from the competition and learn [learning coach advice] 
 I don’t have to have their best, but it needs to be somewhere close 
 keep her balanced and motivated with an activity 
 [learning coach] pushes me to do my very best 
 I’m [learning coach] here to facilitate and I give my opinions 
This study’s results support the results of a meta-analysis conducted by Fan and Chen 
(2001) that showed that parental expectations had the most impact on student achievement 
relative to parental supervision, indicating that constant supervision is less effective than 
selective guidance.  Similarly, a meta-analysis conducted by Jeynes (2005) showed that 
“…parental expectations and style…” (p. 262) had more impact on student achievement than 
specific activities, such as reviewing homework.  Jeynes (2005) suggests the tone set by parental 
expectations may affect standards students set for themselves.  The teacher participants identified 
actions related to parental involvement that the researcher deemed indicative of providing 
learning coach direction. A selection of the in vivo keywords and phrases from the teacher 
participants associated with direction as a component of parental involvement are:   
 encourage independent thinking 
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 ensure they are organized 
 motivate students 
 hold students accountable for their work 
 
Assistance.  Assistance is the actual act of helping or supporting someone (Merriam-
Webster, n.d.), and assistance can take on many forms in a virtual school program.  This theme 
specifically relates to learning coach intervention as a means of supporting student academic 
achievement. The teacher participants highlighted activities that are directly related to learning 
coaches working together as a team with a student during lesson completion. The activities 
included: help the students study, read notes together, create flashcards, and read together.  
Instances of assistance occurred during the researcher’s observation of households, and those 
examples are listed below: 
 learning coach works with student to correct notes in notetaking guide 
 learning coach works with student to solve math problems 
 learning coach works with student to review math prior to assessment 
 learning coach works with student to complete the assessment 
 learning coach discusses health topics with student for clarification 
 learning coach assists student with hands-on activity 
While the researcher did not observe assistance in all eight households, a reference to assistance 
being made available was made in each household during the participant interviews. For 
example, Alisa says, “I can ask my mom or teacher if I need help.”  Gregory explained that Mrs. 
Garcia helps him submit activity logs for his health course.  This study’s results relate to a study 
conducted by Wentzel (1998) with sixth grade students in a brick and mortar school that showed 
“…perceived support from parents was the only type of support that predicted students’ 
academic goal orientations” (p. 207), which also connects with Lee and Figueroa (2012) who 
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propose that active parental involvement is a potential indicator of student success in K-12 
virtual schools.   
Online Curriculum Design 
 Flexibility.  The study results showed that all of the learning coaches in the participant 
households expressed their appreciation for the flexibility of the virtual school program at KVS, 
and each participant household shared their own definition of flexibility.  Several learning coach 
participants explained that the flexibility of the program is supportive of their family because 
students can complete their work at their own pace and can manage their day in a way that is best 
for them.  Mrs. Chapman explained that Charlotte has needed to spend additional time to master 
certain math concepts, and she believes the flexibility of the virtual program enabled Charlotte to 
spend the time she needed to be sure she was learning key concepts. Mrs. Eisen said the 
flexibility of the virtual school program enables her to schedule Eric’s lessons in such a way that 
he is completing more year-long course work in the first semester of the school year, effectively 
reducing his course load in the second semester when perhaps his motivation begins to wane at 
the end of the school year.  Mrs. Hase expressed her gratitude for the flexibility of the virtual 
school program at KVS, because the flexibility enables her and her children to travel and visit 
her husband when he is required to travel for his occupation. Interestingly, the teacher 
participants did not identify flexibility as contributing to student academic achievement in the 
virtual school program. A selection of the in vivo keywords and phrases from the participant 
households associated with flexibility as a component of online curriculum design are:   
 I really appreciate the flexibility 
 you can learn at your own pace 
 kids can work in a way that’s best for them 
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 opportunity to really think about what we’re learning and why we’re learning it 
 more time to understand subjects 
 freedom and flexibility 
This study’s results align with the various perceived benefits that Barbour and Reeves (2009) 
noted as a reason for the growth of virtual schooling, and flexibility is one of those perceived 
benefits.  Zimmerman et al. (1992) suggests online programs should be structured to foster self-
efficacy, and the researcher suggests the flexibility noted by the student participants and learning 
coach participants as impacting academic achievement may be an important component of the 
EMS contributing to student self-efficacy.    
Educational videos and websites.  Research suggests that multiple online tools and 
interactive activities are important in an online curriculum to support different learning styles 
(Menchaca & Bekele, 2008), and educational videos as an important online tool was noted by 
every participant household.  The most often cited educational videos include BrainPOP and 
Discovery Education.  The Kahn Academy website was also referred to as an important visual 
resource for students. A selection of the in vivo keywords and phrases from the participant 
households associated with videos and websites as a component of online curriculum design are:   
 videos [are most helpful] 
 I usually like the videos 
 I love the BrainPOP movies 
 the videos, the Discovery Education, things like that 
A few teacher participants referenced educational videos as a feature of the online curriculum 
that is supportive of student academic achievement.  One teacher stated that the videos can “… 
appeal to different learning styles,” and this comment is supportive of a potential connection 
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between the preference for educational videos and websites and the visual learning styles of the 
student participants.   
Comprehensiveness.  Comprehensiveness is defined as including many, most, or all 
things (Merriam-Webster, n.d.), and in the context of the online curriculum, this theme 
acknowledges the broad span of curriculum content that students are exposed to during the 
school year, in addition to the various resources embedded within the virtual school’s online 
curriculum. While none of the teacher participants referred to the comprehensiveness of the 
online curriculum itself as a component of academic support, all of teacher participants 
acknowledged specific components of the EMS as supportive of student academic achievement, 
including the online gradebook, planner, and message boards.  Several of the learning coach 
participants specifically referred to the online curriculum design as a major resource.  Mrs. 
Dunne shared that she appreciates the amount of information the students learn in the virtual 
school program at KVS, because when she taught in a brick and mortar school, she said the 
students never completed as many units as the students do in the virtual school program. Mrs. 
Bailey stated that the entire online curriculum is what is most supportive of her student’s 
academic success.  The researcher also observed every student participant engaged in more than 
one activity within the online curriculum, including lesson assessments, hands-on activities in the 
online lessons, educational videos, practice activities in the online lessons, or attending a virtual 
class.  It is all of these types of educational options that define the online curriculum design as 
comprehensive.  Some of the in vivo keywords and phrases from the participant households 
related to comprehensiveness as a component of online curriculum design are:   
 cover more material with virtual school 
 the curriculum is tougher, so I can learn more 
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 glossaries; formula sheets 
Layout.  The actual design or arrangement (Merriam-Webster, n.d.) of the EMS was 
perceived as supportive of student academic achievement by several of the learning coach 
participants.  Mrs. Adamski shared that she appreciates how the EMS is solely focused on 
academics, and Mrs. Bailey explained that she thinks the way in which the EMS is structured 
encourages students to be independent learners. Mrs. Chapman appreciates that “there’s no 
guesswork” regarding what Charlotte needs to complete during her school day because the daily 
planner in the EMS clearly outlines the expectations for lesson completion. Mrs. Garcia also 
referred to the daily planner, saying, “the planner’s important because it’s laid right out there.”   
One teacher referred to the overall user friendliness of the EMS as very supportive of student 
achievement. This theme aligns with Zimmerman et al. (1992) who suggest it is important for a 
program to be structured in such a way that it supports successful task completion. 
Resources 
 Tangible resources.  A tangible resource is one that can be physically touched 
(Merriam-Webster, n.d.), and this type of resource at KVS includes textbooks, workbooks, and 
printable teacher-created materials. One of the teacher participants referenced providing study 
guides to students for test preparation, but none of the other teachers referenced any other 
tangible resources as contributing to student academic achievement.  The majority of participant 
households cited one or more of these tangible resources as supportive of student academic 
achievement. Mrs. Eisen shared that she and Eric appreciate teacher-created study guides saying, 
“The study guides are fantastic.”  The researcher observed Dhara printing a study guide for a 
math test in the Dunne household.  In the Bailey household, Brendan explained that he thinks the 
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textbooks and workbooks are helpful, and a few other student participants stated that they use the 
textbooks while completing their lessons. Hartley and Bendixen (2001) explain that people have 
certain beliefs about knowing information, so if the student participants did not view the tangible 
resources as a helpful resource, the students would have chosen not to use them.  This belief may 
nor may not impact a student’s academic achievement in a virtual school program.  The study 
results showed that many student and learning coach participants believe the tangible resources 
are helpful and use them as academic support.     
Technical support.  Technical support is inclusive of both the computer equipment KVS 
provides to enrolled families and the technical support department at KVS.  Every learning coach 
participant said that the technical support department has been helpful to them over the years, 
and interestingly, none of the families referenced the actual computer equipment as a valuable 
resource provided by the virtual school program.  A few teacher participants cited the actual 
computer equipment as a resource most supportive of academic achievement, and one teacher 
referenced the technical support department as a resource.  Several student participants explained 
that either they or their learning coaches will call the technical support department for help if no 
one in the household can fix whatever the technical issue is at the moment.  A selection of the in 
vivo keywords and phrases from the participant households associated with technical support 
are:   
 tech support is really strong 
 call tech support  
 all else fails, I’ll call tech support 
 if I can’t fix it, then tech support 
 extremely helpful 
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This study’s results suggest that the availability of a technical support department is valued as an 
academic support by the student and learning coach participants, even if they do not call for 
support regularly.   
Academic Social Support 
For the purpose of this study, academic social support is defined as the various ways in which 
students interact in the virtual school environment.  This is inclusive of synchronous and 
asynchronous peer interaction.  Refer to Table 45 for definitions of common themes associated 
with this research stream.   
Table 45 
Definitions of Common Themes:  Academic Social Support 
 
 
Common theme 
 
Definition of theme 
 Synchronous online peer interaction  Real-time interaction between students. 
Extracurricular activities In-person activities in which students participate in outside of the virtual school program.   
School-sanctioned events Field trips organized by KVS. 
 
 Synchronous online peer interaction.  This study’s results revealed that the teacher 
participants had varying opinions regarding the importance of online peer interaction in the 
virtual school program.  The majority of teacher participants generally stated that opportunities 
for students to interact with each other in the virtual school program should be made available to 
all students. Some teachers clarified their opinion by explaining that the level of peer interaction 
desired by students would be dependent upon the needs of each individual student.  The overall 
sense among the teacher participants regarding peer interaction is that peer interaction in the 
virtual school program may have more social value to students than academic value, but 
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regardless, peer interaction should not be a requirement of the virtual school program. One 
teacher stated strongly, “I think everyone needs interaction… you need to feel you belong…”  
Conversely, another teacher suggested that students can be successful in the virtual school 
program without any peer interaction. A selection of the in vivo keywords and phrases from the 
teacher participants regarding online peer interaction as a component of academic social support 
are:  
 peer interaction is important, but it should not be required 
 it will keep them attending [virtual classes) but they will be successful with little 
interaction 
 providing opportunities for peer interaction is important but should not be required 
 I don’t find it so important for academic achievement 
 some needs lots of socialization and are motivated by it 
 limited effect on academic success 
 might be good for student collaboration to share ideas 
 students can be successful without peer interaction within the school 
 I think everyone needs interaction 
The study results also showed mixed responses among the household participants regarding peer 
interaction.  The majority of learning coach participants expressed a similar sentiment as the 
teacher participants did regarding online peer interaction and its relationship to academics – it is 
not important. While some students may enjoy interacting with classmates in a virtual class, the 
peer to peer interaction does not necessary lead to academic achievement; however, two of the 
learning coach participants explained that the interaction may yield some benefits.  Mrs. Hase 
shared that she believes Helene benefits from online peer interaction because she learns different 
perspectives from different students, and Helene herself said at times she does learn from her 
classmates. Helene also commented that the peer interaction in virtual classes is not necessarily 
important to her.  In the Dunne household, Dhara stated that online peer interaction is helpful to 
her, and she explained that the competition that can exist among classmates can be a motivator 
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for her.  Most of the learning coach participants shared that online peer interaction is not a 
priority because their students socialize with peers through extracurricular activities, and the 
learning coach participants perceived the in-person peer interaction via extracurricular activities 
to be more valuable to academic achievement.  A selection of the in vivo keywords and phrases 
from the household participants regarding academic social support are: 
 I have friends out there in the real world 
 doesn’t really bother me much [not interacting with classmates] 
 it’s somewhat important  
 I like being able to interact 
 They’ve seen what makes a student not successful 
 It’s not extremely important to me.  I enjoy having classmates  
 I like working with my classmates but it’s not necessarily important 
Schunk (1987) suggested that having peer models for support in a brick and mortar classroom 
may be more effective than having adult models, and this study’s results suggest that either 
having in-person peer models may still be more effective relative to virtual peer models, or 
perhaps learning coach models replace peer models in the virtual setting.  Research suggests the 
level of peer interaction in a virtual program influences the persistence of students when 
confronted with challenges in high school (Frid, 2001), but there is no evidence this is the case 
for adolescent online learners based on this study.  It has been shown that older virtual school 
students value online interaction with their peers, discussing coursework and personal concerns 
in a safe environment where interaction was informal (Barbour and Plough, 2012).  Informal 
interaction could possibly be valued by adolescent virtual school students, similar to older online 
learners, but this type of informal synchronous peer interaction is not generally available at KVS.  
This study’s results suggest formal online peer interaction through virtual classes may is not 
perceived by the study participants as impacting academic achievement.  
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Extracurricular activities.  This study’s results showed that all of the participant 
households viewed extracurricular activities as important, and many learning coach participants 
and student participants described the impact this type of peer interaction has on student 
achievement – more of an impact than online peer interaction provided in the virtual school 
program.  Mrs. Bailey said that Brendan has a lot of friends from his extracurricular activity and 
from their neighborhood, and all of her students get to hear what other students are working on at 
the local school during extracurricular activities.  She said, “I think that sometimes helps.” Mrs. 
Bailey stated that Brendan’s interaction online with his classmates does not help him 
academically.  Mrs. Chapman explained that through Charlotte’s extracurricular activity, she 
interacts with girls who are her same age, and she is learning the value of teamwork.  Dhara 
stated that her interaction with peers who are not enrolled in the virtual school program helps her 
relax and remove herself from some of the stress from the school week.  Mrs. Flores shared that 
when Faith interacts with peers at her extracurricular activity, she becomes aware of all she is 
learning and experiencing in the virtual school program compared to her peers who are not 
enrolled at KVS, and this is a form of reinforcement for Faith.  Mrs. Garcia said that Gregory’s 
involvement in his extracurricular activity helps him focus, learn respect, and interact with peers 
in a structured setting.  Mrs. Garcia does not necessarily believe peers have a direct impact on 
Gregory’s academic achievement at KVS, but he is learning other important skills from the 
interaction that may ultimately benefit his educational experience.  Mrs. Hase stated that Helene 
learns different opinions and how to accept feedback through her extracurricular activity.  One of 
the teacher participants suggested that many students enroll in the virtual school program at KVS 
because of involvement in extracurricular activities that may require a flexible schedule.  This 
study’s results show that regularly scheduled, in-person peer to peer interaction may be valued 
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more by families than the peer interaction provided within the in the virtual school program 
because in-person extracurricular activities may contribute more towards student academic 
achievement than the peer interaction provided by KVS.  This theme connects to Schunk’s 
(1987) conclusion that in-person peer models influence academic achievement in the brick and 
mortar classroom, and for these virtual school students, it is possible their peer interaction during 
extracurricular activities is resulting in a similar benefit to them.  
School-sanctioned events.  Several teacher participants referenced fields trips as a 
resource provided by KVS that may promote academic success, and although several of the 
household participants said they enjoy field trips when they are able to attend, none of the 
learning coach participants indicated that field trips have an impact on student academic 
achievement – mostly field trips are for fun.  Klein & Poplin (2014) conducted a survey and the 
results showed that parents involved with virtual schooling believed more social interaction was 
needed for their adolescent children and that face-to-face interaction should occur locally, 
providing the students with opportunities to participate in extracurricular activities that some 
families may not be able to normally afford outside of school.  The results of Klein & Poplin’s 
(2014) survey differ from the results of this study since neither students, learning coaches, nor 
teachers believed more socialization was necessary; although, all of the students are participating 
in extracurricular activities not associated with the virtual school program at KVS.  The 
researcher suggests it is possible that field trips at KVS may be perceived differently by families 
whose students do not regularly participate in extracurricular activities outside of the virtual 
school program.  
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Summary 
 The student participants in this study shared at least nine similar learner characteristics 
that may contribute to their academic achievement at KVS as defined by the study criteria.  The 
learner characteristics identified are: driven, autonomous, diligent, aware, confident, 
communicative, engaged, cooperative, and computer literate.  This study’s results showed that 
the student participants may be driven by internal and external motivation, are able to work 
independently with learning coach guidance but will ask for help and cooperate when assistance 
is provided, and engage in various parts of the EMS to compete their online lessons successfully.  
The student participants were also aware of their individual learning styles and recognized which 
components of the EMS suited them best.  The student and learning coach participants were 
confident in their abilities in using a computer every day and navigating the EMS.   
 This study’s results indicate that value is placed on virtual class instruction by many 
student, learning coach, and teacher participants, but the value is related to direct teacher 
instruction rather than peer to peer synchronous online interaction.  The teachers’ prompt 
responses via webmail, telephone, and assignment feedback are greatly appreciated by the 
student and their learning coach participants.  Several themes emerged regarding components of 
parental involvement as academic support, including routine, attentiveness, direction, and 
assistance.  These themes were evidenced, but exhibited differently, in each participant 
household.          
Lastly, this study’s results showed there are mixed opinions about the academic value of 
peer to peer synchronous online interaction in the virtual school program.  Many study 
participants suggested the benefit in peer to peer synchronous online interaction is mostly social.  
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Although the virtual school program offers many field trips throughout the school year, not all 
household participants attended them, and when they did, the purpose was for enjoyment.  All of 
the student participants are involved in extracurricular activities that their learning coaches 
believe have more impact on student academic achievement than the peer interaction provided 
within the virtual school program.      
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations 
This chapter is organized into four main sections:  Introduction, Conclusions, 
Recommendations, and Summary.  The first section of this chapter, Introduction, is an executive 
summary of chapters 1 through 4.  The second section, Conclusions, details the answers to the 
research questions posited in this study.  The third section, Recommendations, presents solutions 
to the research problem identified in this study.  The researcher also discusses the implications of 
this study for the virtual school model in this same section.  The last section of this chapter, 
Summary, is the concluding statement. 
Introduction 
 The number of public virtual schools operating in the United States and the enrollment of 
students in public virtual schools has continued to increase at a rapid pace since 1997.  The 
literature reviewed for this study revealed that families involved in virtual schooling identify 
benefits such as flexibility, personalization, and advanced learning opportunities as reasons why 
they chose virtual schooling for their children (Barbour & Reeves, 2009); however, many virtual 
school students are not reaching academic benchmarks according to state standardized test 
measures.  It appears the importance of those additional benefits in virtual schooling outweighs 
the lack in student performance for many families.  The lack of proficiency regarding student 
academic performance in K-12 virtual schools has sparked a debate about the efficacy of the 
virtual school model.  Several researchers have expressed concern for the lack in understanding 
of adolescent virtual school students, particularly regarding the type of support they need (Miron 
& Urschel, 2012) and exactly how their academic achievement should be defined (Dillon & 
Tucker, 2011).  Researchers caution that study results regarding adult online learners cannot 
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automatically be transferred to adolescent online learners (Ronsisvalle & Watkins, 2005), and 
adolescent online learning may be more complex than many perceive it to be (Rice, 2006).        
 Rice (2006) identified categories related to virtual school student success in high school: 
learner characteristics, learner supports, and affective learning domain, and later confirmed the 
relevance of these themes in a subsequent study regarding research priorities in K-12 virtual 
schooling (Rice, 2009).   The researcher used these categories to conduct the literature review 
and construct the research questions for this study in an effort to address the dearth of 
information regarding adolescent virtual school students, specifically middle school students.  
The research questions associated with this research study are:   
Central Question:  What learner characteristics, academic supports, and academic social 
supports do middle school teachers, students, and their learning coaches perceive as 
contributing to student academic achievement in a fully online virtual school?   
Question 1:  What learner characteristics do middle school teachers, students, and their 
learning coaches perceive as contributing to student academic achievement? 
Question 2:  What academic supports do middle school teachers, students, and their 
learning coaches perceive as contributing to student academic achievement?  
Question 3:  What academic social supports do middle school teachers, students, and 
their learning coaches perceive as contributing to student academic achievement? 
The conceptual framework for this study was supported by Rice’s (2006) categories and the 
literature reviewed for this study that focused mainly on traditional learners, virtual high school 
students, and adult online learners.  The conceptual framework categories also align with the 
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Community of Inquiry instrument that suggests cognitive presence, teaching presence, and social 
presence (Meyer, 2014) are indicators of a quality online program, and the Adolescent 
Community of Engagement Framework acknowledges the importance of student engagement, 
teacher engagement, peer engagement, and parental engagement in online learning (Borup et al., 
2014).   
 The researcher chose a qualitative design for this study due to the exploratory nature of 
the research questions posited in this study and the real-world context of the phenomenon of 
virtual schooling. The qualitative design enabled the researcher to ensure data triangulation 
through open-ended questioning during in-person participant interviews, direct observations, an 
online focus group interview, and an archived records review.  The participants of this qualitative 
study live in Pennsylvania and are middle school virtual school students, their learning coaches, 
and virtual middle school teachers.  Each participant met the eligibility criteria established for 
this study.  The sample size determined for this study was between four and eight student 
participants and their learning coach participants, and between six and ten teacher participants.  
The researcher reached the sample size goal with eight students and their learning coaches and 
nine teachers participating in this study.                  
 The findings of this study showed that the student participants possessed similar 
characteristics among them that may contribute to their academic achievement in virtual school. 
The common themes associated with learner characteristics that emerged from this study are: 
driven, autonomous, diligent, aware, confident, communicative, engaged, cooperative, and 
computer literate.  The findings of this study also showed that virtual class teacher instruction 
was valued by many student, learning coach, and teacher participants, in addition to the 
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responsiveness of teachers to families through either webmail, telephone calls, and teacher 
feedback as types of academic support contributing to student academic achievement.  The 
findings of this study revealed mixed opinions regarding the academic impact of online peer 
interaction as an academic social support in virtual school.  Although students may enjoy peer to 
peer interaction in virtual classes, there is not a strong indication based on the perceptions of the 
student, learning coach, and teacher participants that a relationship exists between this type of 
peer online interaction and academic achievement.  Most of the learning coach participants 
indicated that the extracurricular activities in which their students regularly participate in are 
more supportive of their students’ academic success than the synchronous peer interaction 
opportunities provided within the virtual school program. 
Conclusions 
 Through the qualitative design of this research study, the researcher was able to disclose 
the perceptions of a select group of virtual middle school teachers, students, and their learning 
coaches as they relate to academic achievement in virtual school.  The rich descriptions of each 
household provided insight into the characteristics and daily activities of middle school students 
enrolled in the virtual school program at KVS and the types of academic and social supports that 
contribute to the academic achievement of these same students. The candid responses provided 
by the teachers in the online focus group provided insight into what virtual middle school 
teachers with varying levels of experience at KVS, and in the teaching profession in general, 
believe contributes to middle school student academic achievement in the virtual school 
program.  The overall study design enabled the researcher to identify emerging themes that 
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answered the research questions posed in this study and provide recommendations for ongoing 
support of middle school virtual students.   
Responses to Research Questions 
Question 1:   What learner characteristics do middle school teachers, students, and their 
 learning coaches perceive as contributing to student academic achievement? 
The student participant and learning coach participant interviews, in combination with the 
researcher’s observations, revealed that the student participants share at least nine learner 
characteristics that contribute to academic achievement in the virtual program: eight attributes 
and one particular type of skill.  The researcher derived the following common themes as 
characteristics the student participants have in common: driven, autonomous, diligent, aware, 
confident, communicative, engaged, cooperative, and computer literate.   
Driven. The study results suggest that the student participants are driven to succeed in the 
virtual school program by either internal or external motivation, or possibly a combination of 
both types of motivation. The students strived to maintain a certain grade average and complete 
their online lessons in a timely manner, and extracurricular activities were significant motivators 
for the students.  The literature reviewed for this study suggests that motivation is an attribute 
mostly associated with older online learners (Barbour & Reeves, 2009), and this study’s results 
indicate that students who are achieving academically at KVS may share similar characteristics 
as older online learners who succeed in a virtual school environment.  The literature reviewed 
also states that drive is connected to the characteristics of autonomy and engagement in adults 
(Pink, 2009) and experience using online technology (Kim et al., 2012), and this study’s results 
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suggest that these characteristics may indeed be present and interrelated among the students 
achieving academically in the virtual middle school population at KVS.  
Autonomous. The study results showed that the student participants are independent 
learners, and the learning coach participants intentionally support the students in ways that will 
enable the students to be autonomous during the school day. All but one of the student 
participants has been enrolled in either the virtual school program at KVS or a different virtual 
school for at least six years, including the current school year.  The researcher suggests that the 
years spent throughout elementary school in the virtual school program working closely with 
learning coaches may have laid the groundwork for the successful independent learning 
demonstrated by the student participants in middle school.   According to Pink (2009), adults 
tend to struggle in an autonomous environment when they have only known structured 
environments, and this study’s results suggests that the student participants may be acclimated to 
the autonomous virtual school environment in middle school because of their years of experience 
at KVS in elementary school.  Autonomy may also impact motivation, promoting higher grades 
and persistence at task completion in school, promoting engagement (Pink, 2009), which is 
another indication that there may be a correlation among many of the learner characteristics 
revealed in this study.   
Diligent.  The study results showed that the student participants are diligent regarding 
online lesson completion. The researcher observed students thoroughly completing lesson 
activities and checking the quality of their work.  The literature reviewed for this study (Liu and 
Cavanaugh, 2011), along with this study’s results, suggests that the attribute of diligence is an 
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important characteristic supportive of academic achievement in both middle school and high 
school students enrolled in virtual school programs.  
Aware. The study results showed that the student participants and learning coach 
participants have an adequate level of awareness regarding student learning needs as they relate 
to academic achievement at KVS.  There is an awareness of student learning styles within each 
household, with the student participants identified as mainly visual learners, and the students 
themselves were aware of how to regulate their learning and modify their schedule to support 
their academic achievement.   The literature reviewed for this study (Zimmerman et al., 1992) 
regarding the ability of high school students to regulate their learning in a brick and mortar 
school presents the possibility that middle school virtual students who are aware of how to 
regulate their learning in the virtual school program will succeed in it.  Awareness helps student 
and learning coach participants understand how the students learn best, and students can then 
make adjustments as needed with learning coach support.  Research suggests that self-regulation 
influences autonomy, which is connected to confidence and student self-efficacy (Rice, 2006).  
Confident.  This study’s results showed that the student and learning coach participants 
are confident in the students’ abilities to complete their school work successfully.  Several 
student participants acknowledged that at times they may feel nervous about a significant 
assignment, but they never doubt their ability to complete their school work. The literature 
reviewed for this study (Bandura, 1993; Zimmerman et al., 1992) highlighted the connection 
between awareness, confidence, motivation, and self-efficacy.  The researcher suggests that these 
particular characteristics are interrelated and a cause and effect relationship may exist among 
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them.  It is possible if a successful virtual middle school student at KVS possesses one of these 
particular characteristics, the remaining characteristics will also be identifiable.   
Communicative.  This study’s results showed that all of the student participants are 
communicative and are willing to ask their learning coach and/or teacher for help when 
necessary.  This attribute may be related to a student’s level of awareness and their 
understanding of what they need to achieve academically.   A certain amount of diligence in 
wanting to put forth a consistent and conscientious effort regarding lesson completion may also 
be related to a student’s level of communicativeness.  The literature reviewed for this study (Kim 
et al., 2014) suggests a student’s self-efficacy may be negatively impacted when students are 
unable to communicate concerns to peers in a high school virtual environment, and the 
researcher suggests student self-efficacy may also be negatively impacted when students do not 
have access to regular, consistent peer support or learning coach support in a virtual middle 
school environment.  The student participants had both a supportive learning coach in the home 
and participated in extracurricular activities, and this may positively impact their level of self-
efficacy and reinforce the importance of being communicative; however, virtual middle school 
students who may feel isolated without these supports may be unable to communicate their 
concerns, which may negatively impact their level of self-efficacy.    
Engaged.  The study results showed that all student participants appeared engaged in 
their educational activities during the researcher’s observations.  The researcher concludes that 
the level of engagement in the virtual school program may be related to the positive attitude of 
all of the student participants towards learning, which every learning coach participant referred 
to during the learning coach participant interviews.  The researcher also concludes that the level 
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of engagement observed among the student participants may be attributed to the educational fit 
between the students and the online curriculum design of the virtual school program, engaging 
the needs of independent visual learners. Engagement leads to mastery and is connected to 
autonomy and motivation (Pink, 2009). 
Cooperative.  This study’s results showed that all of the student participants appear to be 
cooperative when working with their learning coaches.  The literature reviewed for this study 
highlights the importance of a healthy and constructive working relationship between a student 
and learning coach in a virtual school program.  Students interact most often with their learning 
coaches compared with their peers and teachers in a virtual high school environment (Borup et 
al., 2015), and it can be expected that adolescent virtual school students may need to interact 
more often with their learning coaches than older virtual school students.   
Computer literate.  This study’s results showed that all of the student and learning coach 
participants have, at a minimum, proficient computer skills.  None of the household participants 
expressed any concerns regarding the daily use of a computer and an EMS.  The literature 
reviewed for this study (Kim et al., 2012) highlighted the relationship between the level of 
computer skills a student possesses and their persistence in a virtual high school program, and 
the researcher concludes that this same relationship may exist in middle school in a virtual 
school program.  The literature reviewed for this study (Brody et al., 1999) also highlights the 
importance of parents’ beliefs in their abilities and how that may impact the goals they set for 
their students, impacting a student’s self-efficacy.  The researcher concludes that this relationship 
can apply to learning coach computer skills in a virtual school program, because it has been 
shown that a student’s confidence level regarding the use of technology impacts their self-
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efficacy (DeTure, 2004).  While this relationship may be complex, the researcher concludes that 
a parent’s confidence level using a computer and an EMS impacts the expectations a parent sets 
for his or her student and the level of support provided to the student, in turn impacting the 
student’s own level of confidence using a computer and an EMS.  This cause and effect 
relationship may ultimately result in either a positive or negative impact to student self-efficacy.  
Question 2:  What academic supports do middle school teachers, students, and their 
learning coaches perceive as contributing to student academic achievement? 
The study results revealed several components of academic support perceived to 
contribute to student academic achievement in virtual school.  The components of academic 
support are:  synchronous teacher instruction, teacher responsiveness, a household routine, 
learning coach attentiveness, learning coach direction, learning coach assistance, flexibility of 
the virtual school program, educational videos and websites, the comprehensiveness and layout 
of the online curriculum, tangible resources, technical support, and extracurricular activities. 
Synchronous teacher instruction.    This study’s results showed that synchronous 
teacher instruction in the virtual classroom is perceived as a type of academic support that 
contributes to student achievement in the virtual school program at KVS, particularly in math.  
The study results also revealed that student participants have preferences regarding teacher 
pedagogy in the virtual classroom that may determine whether or not they attend virtual classes. 
The teacher participants shared the various activities they make available in the virtual classroom 
to address individual student needs and provide engaging lessons.  This study’s results regarding 
synchronous teacher instruction align with the literature reviewed for this study that suggests 
(Barbour and McLaren, 2012) independent learners enjoy synchronous virtual classes when their 
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independence is fostered in that environment, which may also explain why some student 
participants prefer the student-led breakout room activities.  The results may also indicate the 
importance of both the learning coach and student understanding whether or not teachers’ 
pedagogies in virtual classes align with the learning needs of the student to maximize learning 
and reinforce student motivation.  Research suggests that a commanding teacher presence 
impacts motivation in a virtual school environment (Hawkins et al., 2012), connecting pedagogy 
to learning styles. 
 Teacher responsiveness.  This study’s results showed that the student participants and 
learning coach participants believe the teachers in the virtual school program at KVS are 
supportive of student academic achievement. Many of the student and learning coach 
participants cited the promptness of responses from teachers and how much they valued it. The 
literature reviewed for this study (Hawkins et al., 2013) stated that teacher interactions between 
virtual high school students and their teachers had an impact on whether or not those students 
completed their courses, and the researcher concludes that a similar relationship between middle 
school virtual students and their teachers may exist, where the responsiveness of the teachers 
impacts a student’s persistence in the virtual school program and may reinforce a student’s self-
efficacy. 
 Routine.  This study’s results showed that each participant household had a daily routine, 
although the daily routine was different from household to household.  The researcher concludes 
that each household routine was personalized based on the needs of the students in that 
household, as most of the households have more than one student enrolled at KVS.  The learning 
coach participants in each household were aware of how the household daily routine supports 
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individual student academic achievement. Several of the teacher participants also cited a daily 
routine as contributing to student academic success.  The researcher concludes that the existence 
of a daily routine sets expectations for students, which the literature reviewed (Fan and Chen, 
2001) suggests is more supportive of academic achievement relative to supervision.   
 Learning coach attentiveness.  This study’s results showed that learning coach 
attentiveness is an important component of effective academic support in the virtual school 
program at KVS.  Learning coach attentiveness was demonstrated in various ways in each 
household, and the teacher participants also identified activities associated with learning coach 
attentiveness as contributing to academic achievement in the virtual school program.  The 
literature reviewed for this study reinforced why attentiveness is important in a virtual school 
program when the quality of work submitted by adolescents in a virtual enrichment program 
suffered, along with their ability to complete the program, when there was a lack of parental 
attention in the household (Frid, 2001).   
 Learning coach direction.  This study’s results showed that the learning coach 
participants provided guidance to their students as they deemed necessary - it was not constant - 
and the type of direction provided was individualized based on each student’s needs.  Learning 
coach guidance ranged from encouraging words to instilling an overarching education 
philosophy in the household.  The literature reviewed for this study (Fan and Chen, 2001) 
showed that parental supervision in the home may not be as supportive of academic achievement 
as parental goals and expectations, which the researcher concludes reinforces the effectiveness of 
the facilitative approach taken by learning coaches in the virtual school program. 
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 Learning coach assistance.  This study’s results showed that learning coach assistance is 
present in each participant household.  The teacher participants identified several activities 
relating to learning coach assistance that contribute to student academic achievement. The 
researcher observed learning coach assistance in several of the households, and the researcher 
concludes that this type of academic support is closely related to the student participant’s 
understanding of when help is needed, the willingness to ask for help, and the ability to receive 
feedback, which relates to the learner attributes of awareness, communicative, and cooperative.  
The researcher also concludes that this type of academic support connects to the level of learning 
coach attentiveness in each household.  
 Flexibility.  This study’s results showed that all of the student participants and learning 
coach participants appreciate the flexibility of the virtual school program at KVS. The majority 
of the learning coach participants referred to the flexibility of the program as being supportive of 
their students’ academic achievement, and the student participants generally referred to the 
flexibility of the program by explaining how it enables them to work at their own pace and 
prioritize their schedule.  The literature reviewed for this study (Barbour and Reeves, 2008) 
explains that flexibility has been a perceived benefit of virtual schooling for many years. None of 
the teacher participants in the online focus group cited flexibility as contributing to academic 
achievement, and the researcher concludes this may be an effect of the teacher participants 
focusing more on the need for families to have a daily routine in the virtual school program to 
promote academic achievement. 
 Educational videos and websites.  This study’s results showed that all of the student 
participants preferred the online educational videos embedded in the online lessons to any other 
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aspect of the online lesson.  Several of the teacher participants also suggested that the online 
educational videos contribute to academic achievement. Only a few students also referred to 
using external websites in addition to viewing the embedded educational videos.  The researcher 
concludes that the overwhelming preference for online educational videos may be the result of 
the visual learning style of the student participants.  The literature reviewed for this study 
(Menchaca & Bekele, 2008) suggests that online curricula need to have multiple types of 
activities to cater towards various learning styles, and the researcher concludes that the video 
component of the online curriculum at KVS is supportive of these visual learners.   
 Comprehensiveness.  This study’s results showed that several of the learning coach 
participants believe the comprehensiveness of the EMS contributes to student academic 
achievement.  The comprehensiveness refers to the extent of the educational content the students 
are exposed to during the school year as well as the various activities and resources embedded in 
the online lessons.  None of the teacher participants in the online focus group cited the 
comprehensiveness of the EMS as contributing to academic achievement, although they did 
provide examples of specific components of the EMS that they perceive as contributing to 
academic achievement.   
 Layout.  This study’s results showed that several of the learning coach participants 
perceive the arrangement of the EMS as supportive of their student’s academic achievement.  Aa 
few of the teacher participants also referred to the layout of the EMS as an academic support.  
Many of the learning coach participants who favor the layout of the EMS specifically stated how 
the daily planner effectively outlines what students need to complete each day, preventing any 
confusion about what needs to be finished and when.  The literature reviewed for this study 
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(Zimmerman et al., 1992) reinforces that an online program should be structured so as to 
promote successful task completion by students.  The researcher concludes that the layout of the 
EMS enables the student participants to work independently and the learning coach participants 
to monitor student progress effectively.     
 Tangible resources.  This study’s results showed that many of the household participants 
viewed tangible resources such as textbooks, workbooks, or printable teacher-created study 
guides as useful resources that contribute towards student academic achievement. Although this 
theme of tangible resources is related to academic support, the researcher concludes that students 
who use resources may hold certain epistemological beliefs about knowledge (Hartley and 
Bendixen, 2001) in a virtual program that may reveal an additional learner characteristic that did 
not emerge through this study.  
 Technical Support.  This study’s results showed that all of the student and learning coach 
participants believe the availability of technical support at KVS is a valuable resource, even 
though many households did not regularly contact the technical support department.  The 
researcher concludes that since all of the household participants have, at a minimum, proficient 
computer skills, they may not contact the technical support department as frequently as other 
families whose computer skills may not be as adequate.      
 Question 3:  What academic social supports do middle school teachers, students, and 
their learning coaches perceive as contributing to student academic achievement? 
 Synchronous online peer interaction.  This study’s results showed that all of the study 
participants, inclusive of students, learning coaches, and teachers, have mixed opinions about 
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online peer interaction as contributing to academic achievement in the virtual school program at 
KVS.  All but two of the learning coach participants stated that peer interaction in the virtual 
school program does not contribute to their student’s academic achievement.  The two learning 
coaches who did indicate that peer interaction benefited their student explained that any benefit 
realized by their student was related to being exposed to different perspectives and not related to 
any direct impact on academic achievement.  The teacher participants stated that the 
opportunities for peers to interact online should be available, and many teachers also suggested 
peer interaction in the virtual program should not be required.  The overall consensus among the 
study participants is that the value of online peer interaction in the virtual program is mostly 
social rather than academic.  The literature reviewed for this study (Schunk, 1987) suggested 
peer models are more effective than adult models in the brick and mortar setting; however, the 
researcher concludes that either learning coaches as models replace the need for virtual peer 
models or in-person peer models are still viewed as more effective than virtual peer models in a 
virtual school program.  The researcher also concludes that the student and learning coach 
participants’ views regarding online peer interaction are directly influenced by the next theme of 
extracurricular activities. The researcher suggests that students and learning coaches whose 
household is not involved in extracurricular activities may place more value on synchronous 
online peer interaction. 
 Extracurricular activities.  This study’s results showed that each participant household 
significantly valued the peer interaction associated with in-person extracurricular activities as 
contributing to student academic achievement, more so than any social support provided by the 
virtual school program at KVS.  The design and flexibility of the virtual school program enables 
the student participants to be actively involved in extracurricular activities.  Although several of 
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the teacher participants noted school-sanctioned field trips as a school resource that may 
contribute to academic achievement, none of the participant households indicated the same. A 
minority of the household participants attend school-sanctioned field trips, and the couple of 
household participants who stated that they do periodically attend field trips attend for 
enjoyment. The researcher concludes that the involvement of the student participants in in-
person extracurricular activities not related to the virtual school program directly impacts the 
perceived value of peer online interaction in the virtual school program, and the consistent, 
regular in-person peer interaction supports academic achievement in ways infrequent, 
inconsistent, or brief online peer interaction is unable to do.  
Refer to Table 46 for a summary of the research findings as they relate to the research questions 
and related research references.    
Table 46 
Summary of Research Findings and Related Research 
 
 
 
Research Question 
 
Common Themes 
 
 
Related References 
What learner characteristics do middle 
school teachers, students, and their learning 
coaches perceive as contributing to student 
academic achievement? 
Driven 
Autonomous 
Diligent 
Aware 
Confident 
Communicative 
Engaged 
Cooperative 
Computer literate 
Bandura (1993); Barbour & Reeves (2009); Borup, 
Graham, & Davies (2015); Brody, Flor, & Gibson 
(1999); DeTure (2004); Kim, Kim, & Karimi, (2012); 
Kim, Park, & Cozart (2014); Lee & Figueroa (2012); 
Liu & Cavanaugh (2011); Menchaca & Bekele 
(2008); Pink (2009); Rice (2006); Roblyer et al. 
(2008); Ronsisvalle & Watkins (2005); Zimmerman, 
Bandura, & Martinez-Pons (1992) 
What academic supports do middle school 
teachers, students, and their learning 
coaches perceive as contributing to student 
academic achievement?  
Synchronous teacher instruction  
Teacher responsiveness 
Routine 
Attentiveness 
Direction 
Assistance 
Flexibility 
Educational videos/websites 
Comprehensiveness 
Layout 
Tangible resources 
Technical support 
Barbour and McLaren (2012); DiPietro (2010); Fan 
& Chen (2001); Frid (2001); Hartley and Bendixen 
(2001); Hawkins, Barbour, and Graham (2011); 
Jeynes (2005); Lee & Figueroa (2012); Menchaca & 
Bekele (2008); Hawkins, Graham, Sudweeks, and 
Barbour (2013); Schunk (1991); Wentzel (1998); 
Wentzel (2003); Zimmerman, Bandura, & Martinez-
Pons (1992). 
What academic social support supports do 
middle school teachers, students, and their 
learning coaches perceive as contributing to 
student academic achievement? 
Synchronous online peer interaction 
Extracurricular activities 
Barbour and Plough (2012); Frid (2001); Klein & 
Poplin (2014); Schunk (1987) 
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Recommendations 
 This qualitative study helped fill the gap in research regarding the characteristics of 
adolescent online learners and the types of support they may need to succeed in a virtual middle 
school program.  This study’s focus on successful virtual school students provides a benchmark 
for the types of characteristics that should be identified and fostered among all adolescent online 
learners and underscores the significance of appropriate academic and social support.  Following 
is a list of recommendations resulting from this study: 
 Conduct a research study designed to understand the characteristics of all adolescent 
virtual school students within the school population. 
 Develop and distribute student and learning coach enrollment surveys intended to 
ascertain which characteristics from this study each student possesses and which 
characteristics may need to be further developed.   
 Develop a transition plan for families enrolling in the virtual school from a traditional 
brick and mortar school. 
 Develop a method to assess student and learning coach computer proficiency during the 
enrollment process. 
 Identify exemplar examples of synchronous online instruction supportive of all types of 
learners. 
 Provide ongoing, relevant teacher professional development to support teacher pedagogy 
in the virtual classroom that is supportive of all types of learners. 
 Provide learning coaches with real-world coaching strategies and scenarios to help foster 
appropriate coaching approaches and cooperative relationships with students. 
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 Conduct a research study designed to explore the epistemological beliefs of adolescent 
virtual school students to determine the types of educational resources they value. 
 Research the impact involvement or noninvolvement in extracurricular activities has on 
student academic achievement in a virtual school program and whether the positive 
effects of extracurricular activities evidenced in this study can be replicated in a virtual 
school program. 
 Create an online platform that promotes informal social and academic peer interaction. 
 Continue to provide families with the option to receive student workbooks and paper 
textbooks. 
Continued research is necessary to understand the characteristics of all virtual school 
students within a school population, inclusive of those who are average-performing and those 
who are struggling, and the types of support they need to succeed in the virtual school 
environment.  This study’s design could be replicated and conducted as a comparative case study 
using a more heterogeneous student sample.  This approach may shed light on which 
characteristics are not present within other students who are not deemed successful students, 
based on this study’s criteria, and reveal currently unidentified characteristics in additional 
successful students.   
A future study could focus on the development of student and learning coach enrollment 
survey instruments intended to identify which characteristics from this study each student 
possesses and which characteristics may need to be further developed to support student success 
in virtual school.  This survey effort could be the first step in a transition plan designed to 
support families who are transferring from a traditional brick and mortar school to a virtual 
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school.  Adults tend to struggle when moving from a structured, controlled environment to one 
of autonomy (Pink, 2009), and this transitional struggle may also occur in adolescents who have 
spent many years in a teacher-led classroom and are now finding themselves in a relatively 
unstructured virtual school environment.  Research also suggests that students’ experiences with 
online technology can impact their experience in virtual school (Kim et al., 2012).  Students’ 
experiences may also be impacted by their learning coach’s self-efficacy regarding computer 
skills (Brody, Flor, & Gibson, 1999).  This highlights the importance of assessing computer 
skills during enrollment to tailor technical support during a family’s transition.  The majority of 
student participants in this study have been enrolled in virtual schooling for many years, and it is 
possible this longevity helped students and their learning coaches develop the identified 
characteristics and skills that are now benefiting them as middle school virtual students.  
Students transferring from a traditional brick and mortar school may not have similar 
developmental experiences.  A transition plan would help transferring students acclimate to a 
new school environment designed for autonomous learning while also providing support to both 
the student and learning coach to ensure a lack in computer experience is not a barrier to student 
achievement.   
This study revealed specific types of academic support that contribute to student 
academic achievement in the virtual school program.  Synchronous online instruction was shown 
to contribute directly to student academic achievement in this study.  Research suggests 
synchronous instruction is to appealing to high school online learners when it fosters their 
autonomy (Barbour & McLaren, 2012), and this correlation may persist in adolescent online 
learners.  While synchronous online instruction supported the autonomous learners included in 
this study, there is no evidence from this study to suggest it is supportive of all types of learners.   
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Exemplar synchronous online instruction examples are lacking in virtual education, and a future 
study could begin to fill the void by exploring the ways in which synchronous online instruction 
can support all types of learners, ranging from independent to struggling learners.  Professional 
development specific to effective synchronous online instruction is needed and must address how 
teachers need to adapt their pedagogy to support various types of learners in the virtual 
classroom.      
This study disclosed several components of parental involvement as contributing to 
student academic achievement.  Evidence of these components reinforces that while effective 
teacher professional development is important, fostering effective learning coach approaches is 
at least equally significant regarding student academic achievement.  This study showed how 
certain learning coach approaches support the specific students included in this study, and it is 
possible that there are many other learning coach approaches that support other types of online 
learners. A future study could explore which learning coach approaches support which type of 
online learner.  The results of a study focused on understanding this relationship could be shared 
through demonstration videos inclusive of various learning coach and student interactions that 
are brief and concise, yet engaging and helpful.  Demonstration videos should provide learning 
coaches with real-world coaching strategies and scenarios to help foster appropriate coaching 
approaches and cooperative relationships with students. 
Many student participants in this study cited the online educational videos as helpful 
resources, and many student participants also said they use tangible resources to support their 
learning.  A future study could explore the epistemological beliefs of adolescent virtual school 
students to determine the types of educational resources they value, which may enable virtual 
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school teachers and online curriculum developers to better understand the types of resources that 
should be offered to students that would have the most impact on student learning.   
       Lastly, this study showed that online peer interaction in the virtual school program 
does not directly impact student academic achievement and is not viewed as important by many 
study participants.  The student and learning coach participants indicated that the extracurricular 
activities in which the students regularly participate in outside of school are more supportive of 
student academic achievement than the online peer interaction provided by the virtual school 
program.  A future study could research the impact involvement or noninvolvement in 
extracurricular activities has on student academic achievement in a virtual school program and 
whether the positive effects experienced through extracurricular activities can be replicated in a 
virtual school program.  Virtual school administrators should consider the value of the many 
school-sanctioned field trips that do not promote consistent, peer interaction that is similar to 
what students experience through participation in extracurricular activities.  Efforts instead 
should be made to connect students with same-age peers in their local community either through 
activity centers or by fostering the creation of local neighborhood groups whose students all 
attend the virtual school program, similar to the regularly scheduled and academically focused 
gatherings of traditional homeschool groups.  Another option is to create an online platform that 
promotes informal social and academic online peer interaction, where students can interact when 
they choose to do so, outside of the formality of synchronous online instruction.  Research 
suggests that virtual high school students value informal online peer interaction and may benefit 
from it (Barbour & Plough, 2012; Frid, 2001), and this type of informal interaction may also be 
beneficial to adolescent virtual school students. 
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Summary 
The popularity of virtual schools compels educators and researchers to continue to strive 
to understand adolescent online learners and their academic and social needs in the virtual school 
model.  Enrollment in virtual schools continues to increase, yet the academic achievement of 
virtual school students remains questionable.  The purpose of this exploratory case study was to 
research what learner characteristics and academic supports contribute to the academic 
achievement of middle school students who are deemed successful in a Pennsylvania K-12 fully 
online virtual school.  This study revealed that the student participants share at least nine learner 
characteristics in common, which may be an indication of characteristics that should be fostered 
among the larger virtual middle school population to promote academic achievement.  This study 
showed that the learning coach participants are cognizant of the types of academic and social 
supports their students require to thrive in the virtual school model, and each learning coach 
approach aligns with each student’s needs.  Teachers continue to play an important role in the 
virtual school model based on the perceptions of the study participants, and many components of 
the EMS were perceived as supporting academic achievement.  A connection with peers with 
similar interests outside of the virtual school program was a significant contributor towards 
student motivation and academic achievement, indicating that the virtual school program may be 
lacking the type of peer interaction adolescent learners value and need for academic and 
socioemotional growth.   
Educators, administrators, and policymakers must shift their mental model of what 
education looks like - it is more complex in the 21st century than ever before - and public 
education must adapt to our learners rather than forcing learners to conform to an outdated, 
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industrial-age education model that produces a “standardized product” (Senge, 2012, p. 38).  
Virtual schools have great potential to be groundbreaking, learner-centered, and a good 
educational fit for countless students and their families.  “As in nature, a successful adaptation 
enables an organization or community to take the best from its traditions, identity, and history 
into the future” (Heifetz, Grashow, & Linsky, 2009, p. 23), and this study’s results shed light on 
what should be fostered in virtual school in the future to promote student achievement.  
Education management organizations, curriculum providers, and administrators must recognize 
the leverage present in the virtual school model and acknowledge that redesigning the public 
school system for the 21st century is an adaptive challenge (Heifetz et al. 2009), and there needs 
to be innovation rather than replication.  Online learning cannot be just a digitized textbook; it 
needs to be dynamic and multifaceted like its learners.  Understanding adolescent online learners 
and what contributes to their success in virtual school is a critical first step towards an effective 
and engaging 21st century education model.    
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Appendix A 
Drexel University  
Consent to Take Part In a Research Study 
1. Title of research study: An Exploratory Case Study of Middle School Student Academic Achievement 
in a Fully Online Virtual School 
2. Researcher: Suzanne Wolfinger 
3. Why you are being invited to take part in a research study 
We invite you and your child to take part in a research study because you are a parent/learning 
coach of a middle school student at [research site].  
4. What you should know about a research study 
 Someone will explain this research study to you. 
 Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
 You can choose not to take part. 
 You can agree to take part now and change your mind later. 
 If you decide to not be a part of this research no one will hold it against you. 
 Feel free to ask all the questions you want before you decide. 
5. Who can you talk to about this research study? 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, talk to the 
research team at xxx-xxx-xxxx or [email address] 
This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board (IRB). An IRB 
reviews research projects so that steps are taken to protect the rights and welfare of humans 
subjects taking part in the research.  You may talk to them at (215) 255-7857 or email 
HRPP@drexel.edu for any of the following: 
 Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research team. 
 You cannot reach the research team. 
 You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
 You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
 You want to get information or provide input about this research. 
6. Why is this research being done? 
Research is needed to understand what contributes to middle school student academic 
achievement in a fully online virtual school, because research data shows that virtual school 
students perform worse on state standardized tests than their brick and mortar counterparts, yet 
virtual school enrollment continues to grow.  There is a gap in the research regarding adolescent 
online learners, their characteristics, and the types of support they need to succeed in a fully 
online virtual school.  This study will contribute to the literature by highlighting the perceptions of 
middle school teachers and successful middle school students and their learning coaches as to 
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what helps these students succeed in an online environment.  The results of this study may 
positively impact online curriculum design and delivery, virtual school teacher professional 
development and instruction, the level of support provided to learning coaches, and peer 
interaction in online programs.  
 
      
7. How long will the research last? 
We expect that you will be in this research study for four months; however, actual interaction 
with the researcher for observations and/or interviews and/or an online focus group will be no 
more than one day.  For the remaining duration of the study, the researcher may contact you with 
clarifying questions via webmail or telephone. 
8. How many people will be studied? 
We expect that a minimum of 14 participants and a maximum of 26 participants will be in this 
research study.   
9. What happens if I say yes, I want to be in this research? 
 All individuals who agree to participate will be required to sign consent forms.  
Consent forms will be required for adults and assent forms will be required for 
students.   
 The researcher will schedule one in-home visit with each parent/learning coach and 
student who participate in this study.  The in-home visit will include a three-hour 
observation of school-related activities in the home during a regular school day, and 
both the parent/learning coach and student will be interviewed separately by the 
researcher following the observation. 
 The researcher will schedule one online focus group with the teachers who participate 
in this study.  The online focus group will be scheduled for one hour in the 
researcher’s virtual classroom.  
 An interview protocol will be used for all in-person interviews and the online focus 
group. 
 The researcher will record the interviews and online focus group so each session can 
be transcribed for further review and analysis.   
 The researcher may collect documents or artifacts that the participants volunteer to 
provide as examples of routines or practices used to support student academic 
achievement. 
 The researcher may schedule follow-up telephone calls or send follow-up webmails 
with study participants to clarify information from the observations, interviews, or 
online focus group.  
10. What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 
If you take part in this research, it is very important that you:  
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 Follow your regular school routine during the in-home observation. 
 Respond honestly to interview and online focus group questions. 
 Inform the researcher if at any time you have questions or concerns. 
 
11. What happens if I do not want to be in this research? 
You may decide not to take part in the research study and it will not be held against you.  Any 
information obtained from participants who withdraw from the study will not be used as part of 
this study.  
12. What happens if I say yes, but I change my mind later? 
If you agree to take part in the research now, you can stop at any time and it will not be held 
against you. Any information obtained from participants who withdraw from the study will not 
be used as part of this study. 
If you decide to leave the research, contact the researcher immediately so that the researcher can 
remove your information from this study. 
 
13. Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 
There are no risks to you while participating in this study.  All study information will remain 
confidential, and no one other than the researcher will be managing the data obtained during this 
study. 
14. Do I have to pay for anything while I am on this study? 
There is no cost to you for participating in this study.  
 
15. Will being in this study help me in any way? 
  
We cannot promise any benefits to you or others from your taking part in this research; however, 
possible benefits include a sense of accomplishment by contributing to the research literature 
regarding adolescent online learners and providing insight that may improve the virtual school 
experience for educators, students, and parents.  
16. What happens to the information we collect? 
Efforts will be made to limit access to your personal information, including research study 
records, to people who have a need to review this information. We cannot promise complete 
secrecy. Organizations that may inspect and copy your information include the IRB and other 
representatives of Drexel University.  Any electronic data obtained from this study will be 
maintained on a password- protected computer in an encrypted password-protected SharePoint 
program.  Electronic data will be backed up using a dedicated encrypted password protected 
flash drive, and this flash drive will be secured in a locked safe by the researcher.  Any paper 
documents will be maintained in a locked safe by the researcher.  Pseudonyms will be provided 
for the school and all study participants to ensure confidentiality of participant information.  We 
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may publish the results of this research; however, we will keep your name and other identifying 
information confidential. 
  
17. Can I be removed from the research without my OK? 
The person in charge of the research study can remove you from the research study without your 
approval. Possible reasons for removal include inability to schedule a home visit or interview after 
repeated attempts or refusal of participant to answer interview questions at the time of the 
interview.  
 
18. What else do I need to know? 
This research study is being conducted by Drexel University.   
 
 
 
  
Signature Block for Capable Adult 
Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research. 
DO NOT SIGN THIS FORM AFTER THIS 
DATE 
  
   
Signature of subject  Date 
 
 
Printed name of subject 
   
Signature of person obtaining consent  Date 
   
Printed name of person obtaining consent  Form Date 
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Signature Block for Children 
Your signature documents your permission for the named child to take part in this research. 
DO NOT SIGN THIS FORM AFTER THIS 
DATE 
  
 
 Printed name of child 
   
Signature of parent  Date 
 
 
Printed name of parent 
 
If signature of second parent not obtained, indicate why: (select one) 
 The IRB determined that the permission of one parent 
is sufficient.  
 Second parent is deceased 
 Second parent is unknown  
 Second parent is incompetent 
 Second parent is not reasonably available 
 Only one parent has legal responsibility for the 
care and custody of the child 
 
A
ss
en
t 
 Obtained 
 Not obtained because the capability of the child is so limited that the child cannot reasonably be consulted. 
  
   
Signature of person obtaining consent and assent  Date 
   
Printed name of person obtaining consent  Form Date 
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Appendix B 
Assent Form 
Drexel University 
 
ASSENT FORM FOR CHILDREN/MINORS IN A RESEACH STUDY 
You are being asked to participate in a research study to help me, the researcher, and others, 
understand what it is that makes you a successful student in a virtual school. 
If you agree to volunteer to participate in this study, the researcher will plan to visit you during 
one of your school days to learn about what it is you do during the day and how you work 
together with your learning coach and teachers. 
The researcher will also interview you that same day and ask you questions about some of the 
activities you complete during the school day and what you think you do that helps you perform 
well in school.   
The researcher will use a voice recorder to record the interview with you in order to review what 
you discussed.  Your identity will remain confidential, which means your name will never be 
revealed throughout either the study or when the researcher writes and submits her report.  
 
Child’s Assent:  I have been told about the study and know why it is being done and what to do.  
I also know that I do not have to do it if I do not want to.  If I have questions, I can ask Ms. 
Suzanne Wolfinger.  I can stop at any time. 
 
My parents/guardians know that I am being asked to be in this study. 
 
____________________________________                                    ______________ 
Child’s Signature       Date 
 
List of Individuals Authorized to Obtain Assent 
 
Name: Suzanne Wolfinger Title: Researcher 24 Hr. Phone # xxx-xxx-xxxx 
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Appendix C 
Drexel University  
Consent to Take Part In a Research Study 
1. Title of research study: An Exploratory Case Study of Middle School Student Academic Achievement 
in a Fully Online Virtual School 
2. Researcher: Suzanne Wolfinger 
3. Why you are being invited to take part in a research study 
We invite you to take part in a research study because you are a teacher of a middle school 
student at [research site].  
4. What you should know about a research study 
 Someone will explain this research study to you. 
 Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
 You can choose not to take part. 
 You can agree to take part now and change your mind later. 
 If you decide to not be a part of this research no one will hold it against you. 
 Feel free to ask all the questions you want before you decide. 
5. Who can you talk to about this research study? 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, talk to the 
research team at xxx-xxx-xxxx or [email address] 
This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board (IRB). An IRB 
reviews research projects so that steps are taken to protect the rights and welfare of humans 
subjects taking part in the research.  You may talk to them at (215) 255-7857 or email 
HRPP@drexel.edu for any of the following: 
 Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research team. 
 You cannot reach the research team. 
 You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
 You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
 You want to get information or provide input about this research. 
6. Why is this research being done? 
Research is needed to understand what contributes to middle school student academic 
achievement in a fully online virtual school, because research data shows that virtual school 
students perform worse on state standardized tests than their brick and mortar counterparts, yet 
virtual school enrollment continues to grow.  There is a gap in the research regarding adolescent 
online learners, their characteristics, and the types of support they need to succeed in a fully 
online virtual school.  This study will contribute to the literature by highlighting the perceptions of 
middle school teachers and successful middle school students and their learning coaches as to 
what helps these students succeed in an online environment.  The results of this study may 
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positively impact online curriculum design and delivery, virtual school teacher professional 
development and instruction, the level of support provided to learning coaches, and peer 
interaction in online programs.  
 
      
7. How long will the research last? 
We expect that you will be in this research study for four months; however, actual interaction 
with the researcher for observations and/or interviews and/or an online focus group will be no 
more than one day.  For the remaining duration of the study, the researcher may contact you with 
clarifying questions via webmail or telephone. 
8. How many people will be studied? 
We expect that a minimum of 14 participants and a maximum of 26 participants will be in this 
research study.   
9. What happens if I say yes, I want to be in this research? 
 All individuals who agree to participate will be required to sign consent forms.  
Consent forms will be required for adults and assent forms will be required for 
students.   
 The researcher will schedule one in-home visit with each parent/learning coach and 
student who participate in this study.  The in-home visit will include a three-hour 
observation of school-related activities in the home during a regular school day, and 
both the parent/learning coach and student will be interviewed separately by the 
researcher following the observation. 
 The researcher will schedule one online focus group with the teachers who participate 
in this study.  The online focus group will be scheduled for one hour in the 
researcher’s virtual classroom.  
 An interview protocol will be used for all in-person interviews and the online focus 
group. 
 The researcher will record the interviews and online focus group so each session can 
be transcribed for further review and analysis.   
 The researcher may collect documents or artifacts that the participants volunteer to 
provide as examples of routines or practices used to support student academic 
achievement. 
 The researcher may schedule follow-up telephone calls or send follow-up webmails 
with study participants to clarify information from the observations, interviews, or 
online focus group.  
10. What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 
If you take part in this research, it is very important that you:  
 Follow your regular school routine during the in-home observation. 
VIRTUAL MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENT ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 229   
 
 Respond honestly to interview and online focus group questions. 
 Inform the researcher if at any time you have questions or concerns. 
 
11. What happens if I do not want to be in this research? 
You may decide not to take part in the research study and it will not be held against you.  Any 
information obtained from participants who withdraw from the study will not be used as part of 
this study.  
12. What happens if I say yes, but I change my mind later? 
If you agree to take part in the research now, you can stop at any time and it will not be held 
against you. Any information obtained from participants who withdraw from the study will not 
be used as part of this study. 
If you decide to leave the research, contact the researcher immediately so that the researcher can 
remove your information from this study. 
 
13. Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 
There are no risks to you while participating in this study.  All study information will remain 
confidential, and no one other than the researcher will be managing the data obtained during this 
study. 
14. Do I have to pay for anything while I am on this study? 
There is no cost to you for participating in this study.  
 
15. Will being in this study help me in any way? 
  
We cannot promise any benefits to you or others from your taking part in this research; however, 
possible benefits include a sense of accomplishment by contributing to the research literature 
regarding adolescent online learners and providing insight that may improve the virtual school 
experience for educators, students, and parents.  
16. What happens to the information we collect? 
Efforts will be made to limit access to your personal information, including research study 
records, to people who have a need to review this information. We cannot promise complete 
secrecy. Organizations that may inspect and copy your information include the IRB and other 
representatives of Drexel University.  Any electronic data obtained from this study will be 
maintained on a password- protected computer in an encrypted password-protected SharePoint 
program.  Electronic data will be backed up using a dedicated encrypted password protected 
flash drive, and this flash drive will be secured in a locked safe by the researcher.  Any paper 
documents will be maintained in a locked safe by the researcher.  Pseudonyms will be provided 
for the school and all study participants to ensure confidentiality of participant information.  We 
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may publish the results of this research; however, we will keep your name and other identifying 
information confidential. 
  
17. Can I be removed from the research without my OK? 
The person in charge of the research study can remove you from the research study without your 
approval. Possible reasons for removal include inability to schedule a home visit or interview after 
repeated attempts or refusal of participant to answer interview questions at the time of the 
interview.  
 
18. What else do I need to know? 
This research study is being conducted by Drexel University.   
 
 
 
Signature Block for Capable Adult 
Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research. 
DO NOT SIGN THIS FORM AFTER THIS 
DATE 
  
   
Signature of subject  Date 
 
 
Printed name of subject 
   
Signature of person obtaining consent  Date 
   
Printed name of person obtaining consent  Form Date 
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Signature Block for Children 
Your signature documents your permission for the named child to take part in this research. 
DO NOT SIGN THIS FORM AFTER THIS 
DATE 
  
 
 Printed name of child 
   
Signature of parent  Date 
 
 
Printed name of parent 
 
If signature of second parent not obtained, indicate why: (select one) 
 The IRB determined that the permission of one parent 
is sufficient.  
 Second parent is deceased 
 Second parent is unknown  
 Second parent is incompetent 
 Second parent is not reasonably available 
 Only one parent has legal responsibility for the 
care and custody of the child 
 
A
ss
en
t 
 Obtained 
 Not obtained because the capability of the child is so limited that the child cannot reasonably be consulted. 
  
   
Signature of person obtaining consent and assent  Date 
   
Printed name of person obtaining consent  Form Date 
 
 
VIRTUAL MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENT ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 232   
 
Appendix D 
Archived Records Review Log Template  
 
Title of archived record: 
Date artifact received by researcher: 
Household pseudonym: 
Learning coach pseudonym: 
Student pseudonym: 
Describe purpose of record review 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Describe information obtained from record review 
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Appendix E 
Observation Notes Template  
 
Date of Observation: 
Time of Observation: 
Household pseudonym: 
Pseudonym of learning coach observed: 
Pseudonym of student observed: 
Observer: 
Include description of purpose of observation, estimated length, and reassure confidentiality. 
Descriptive Notes Reflective Notes Follow-up Questions 
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Appendix F  
Learning Coach Interview Protocol  
 
Date of Interview: 
Time of Interview: 
Household Pseudonym: 
Pseudonym of learning coach interviewee:  
Interviewer: 
Include description of purpose of interview, estimated length, and reassure confidentiality. 
Questions for Semi-Structured Interview with learning coach: 
1. Tell me about your opinion of virtual schooling compared to traditional schooling.  
2.  What are some of the ways in which virtual schooling has benefited your child?  
3.  What are some of the challenges your child has experienced in virtual schooling?  
4.   Describe your child’s attitude towards school. 
5.  Describe the academic goals you set for your child, if any.  
6.  When you begin school each day, how do you generally feel about your student’s ability to complete his/her 
lessons successfully by the end of the day?    
7.  Describe your general daily routine during a regular school day.  
8.  Describe how you prioritize your child’s lessons during the day and know which activities to complete first?  
9.  Describe how you and your child work together during the school day.  
10.  What do you do to as a learning coach to help your child be a successful student? 
11.  Describe the ways in which your child interacts with teachers during the school day that you believe contribute 
to his/her success in school. 
12.  What types of support do your child’s teachers provide to help your child be a successful student?  
13.  Which resources do you use, or suggest your child use, to help support successful lesson completion?  
14.  Describe your comfort level with using a computer to access the online education system.  
15.  When you have an issue or problem with a school computer, what do you do?  
16.  Which part of the online lessons do you think helps your child learn most effectively?  
17.  When you have a question or need help with a lesson during the day, what do you do?  
18.  How important is it to you that your child has an opportunity to interact with classmates?  
19.  Describe the ways in which interaction with classmates helps your child be a better student.  
20.  Describe the ways in which your child socializes with peers (friends) outside of school that may contribute to 
his/her success in school.  
21.  If you could design the ideal virtual school program for your child, what would it be like? 
22.  Describe three personal characteristics your child possesses that you think contribute to academic success in 
virtual school.  
23.   Describe three things (activities) you do during the day that you think have the most impact on your child’s 
academic achievement in virtual school.   
24.  Which part of the education management system is most supportive of your student’s academic achievement?  
Please explain.   
25.  Is there anything you would like to add about what makes your child a successful student? 
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Appendix G  
Student Interview Protocol  
Date of Interview: 
Time of Interview: 
Household Pseudonym: 
Pseudonym of student interviewee: 
Interviewer: 
Include description of purpose of interview, estimated length, and reassure confidentiality. 
 
1. Tell me about your experience in this virtual school compared to your previous school.  
2.  What do you think some of the benefits are of being a virtual school student?  
3.  What do you think some of the challenges are of being a virtual school student?  
4.   How important is it to you that you do well in school? 
5.  Describe any short-term and long-term goals you set for yourself.  
6.  When you begin school each day, how do you generally feel about your ability to complete your lessons 
successfully by the end of the day?  
7.  Describe your daily routine during a regular school day from when you awaken until you finish all of your school 
work for the day.  
8.  How do you prioritize your lessons during the day and know which activities to complete first?  
9.  Describe how you and your learning coach work together during the school day.  
10.  What does your learning coach do to help you be a successful student? 
11.  Describe all the ways you communicate or interact with your teachers during the day. 
12.  What do you think your teachers do to help you be a successful student?  
13.  Which resources do you use, either online or other resources, to help you complete your school work?  
14.  How comfortable are you with using a computer to access your online lessons?  
15.  When you have an issue or problem with your computer, what do you do?  
16.  Which part of the online lessons are most helpful to you?  Please explain.  
17.  When you have a question or need help with a lesson during the day, what do you do?  
18.  How important is it to you that you have an opportunity to interact online or work together with your 
classmates?  Please explain. 
19.  Describe a time when you worked online with one or more of your classmates, and you thought it was helpful to 
you.  
20.  Describe the ways in which you socialize with peers (friends) outside of school throughout the school year that 
you think help you be a successful student.  
21.  If you could design your own virtual school program, what would it be like? 
22.  Describe three personal characteristics you possess that you think contribute to your academic success in virtual 
school.  
23.   Describe three things (activities) you do during the day that you think have the most impact on your academic 
achievement in virtual school.   
24.  If you could give advice to another student that would help him/her be successful in virtual school, what would 
that advice be?   
25.  Is there anything you would like to add about what makes you a successful student? 
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Appendix H 
Pilot Study Summary 
 
 The purpose of the pilot study was twofold: to ensure the clarity of the questions and to 
satisfy graduate course requirements.  A pilot test was conducted with one seventh grade student, 
the student’s learning coach, and one fifth grade teacher.  The student met all of the eligibility 
criteria for a student in this study except for the requirement to be enrolled in the general 
curriculum.  The student has a 504 Plan; however, her coursework is not modified for her.  The 
fifth grade teacher was not a middle school teacher; however, she was a teacher in the Gifted 
Allow program and often used sixth grade content for instruction.   
   The student and learning coach pilot study volunteers were provided with the interview 
protocol questions through webmail, and the teacher pilot study volunteer was provided with the 
interview protocol questions in person.  Each volunteer provided feedback to the researcher.  
Overall, the purpose of each interview protocol question was clear; however, there were 
suggestions regarding renumbering and rewording of only a few questions.      
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Appendix I 
Physical Artifact Review Log Template 
 
Date artifact obtained: 
Title of artifact: 
Pseudonym of household: 
Pseudonym of participant who created artifact: 
Original    Photograph          Photocopy 
Describe purpose of artifact 
 
 
 
 
 
Describe information obtained from artifact 
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Appendix J 
Online Focus Group Interview Protocol  
Date: 
Time of Online Focus Group Interview: 
Number of teacher participants: 
Pseudonyms of teacher participants: 
Interviewer: 
Include description of purpose of interview, estimated length, and reassure confidentiality. 
 
Questions for Focus Group Interview with teachers: 
1. Describe the characteristics and/or behaviors you perceive successful virtual school students possess. 
2. What skills or traits do you believe a student must have to be successful in virtual school? 
3. Describe the types of student academic goals you believe promote success? 
4. Describe your perception of the ideal daily routine of a virtual school student.  
5. What are the most effective ways in which a learning coach can support student academic achievement? 
6. What are the most effective ways in which a teacher can support student academic achievement? 
7. Which aspects of the OVERALL education management system do you believe are most supportive of student 
achievement? 
8. Which aspects of the online lessons do you believe are most supportive of student achievement? 
9. Which resources provided to families by the school do you believe have the most positive impact on student 
academic achievement? 
10. Describe or list any aspects of a virtual school program that you believe would make it a quality online program. 
11. To what extent do you think peer interaction in a virtual school contributes to student academic success? 
12. Describe the ways in which you promote social interaction among classmates in your classroom to engage them 
as peers and help them learn. 
13. Describe the ways in which the overall virtual school program promotes student emotional growth and support 
as it relates to student academic achievement. 
14. If you could design your own virtual school program, what aspects would you keep and what would you change? 
15. Describe three personal characteristics you possess that you think contribute to the success of your students. 
16. Describe three practices/activities you use to promote student academic achievement. 
17. Is there anything else you would like to add about what contributes to student success in a virtual school? 
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Appendix K 
Family Participant Invitation Template  
 
Dear (name of learning coach/parent), 
 
 I am inviting you and your student to participate in my dissertation research study 
supported by Drexel University.  As the researcher, I will be focusing on student success in fully 
online virtual schools.  I will be conducting one in-home visit as part of my study, with follow-
up telephone calls or webmails as needed.   
 The in-home visit includes an observation by me, with the observation taking 
approximately 3 hours during a regular school day.  Following the observation, I will conduct an 
interview with you, the learning coach, and your student.  These interviews will be conducted 
separately, with each interview taking approximately 30 minutes.  My goal is to conduct these 
home visits by mid December.   
I can assure you that you and your student’s privacy will be protected and any 
information obtained from the observation and interview activities will remain confidential.  I 
will be creating pseudonyms for each study participant to protect each individual’s identity.  I 
will also ask each participant to sign a formal consent form provided by Drexel University.   
Participation in this dissertation study is voluntary; however, I will be providing each 
participant with a gift card of nominal value as a token of my appreciation for each participant’s 
valuable time.   
Please contact me within 48 hours if you are interested in volunteering you and your 
student as participants in my dissertation study.  If you indicate you are interested, we will 
schedule a phone call to discuss the study details, address any of your questions, and review the 
required consent forms. 
 
Thank you in advance! 
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Appendix L 
Teacher Participant Invitation Template  
 
Dear (name of teacher participant), 
 
 I am conducting an online focus group interview with middle school teachers as part of 
my dissertation research at Drexel University.  My research focuses on gaining a deeper 
understanding of successful middle school students enrolled in a fully online virtual school.  I am 
interested in learning and documenting the perceptions of learning coaches, students, and 
teachers regarding student self-efficacy, academic school supports, and social supports that 
impact a student’s academic achievement.  I will also be conducting home visits with families. 
This study has been approved by our school’s administration. 
 The online focus group will take approximately 60 minutes, and it will be scheduled 
during a school day in which all teacher participants are available.   My goal is to conduct the 
online focus group during late November or early December, before the winter holiday.   
I can assure you that your privacy will be protected and any information obtained from 
the online focus group will remain confidential.  I will be creating pseudonyms for each study 
participant to protect each individual’s identity when reporting the study results, but you will 
need to be comfortable interacting with other teachers in the online focus group.  There will be a 
maximum of 10 teachers participating.   
Participation in this dissertation study is voluntary; however, I will be providing each 
participant with a gift card of nominal value as a token of my appreciation for each participant’s 
valuable time.   
Please contact me if you are interested in volunteering as a participant in my dissertation 
research study.  If you have any questions that I could clarify for you prior to making your 
decision, please do not hesitate to contact me.  Once you reply indicating you are interested, I 
will webmail you the consent form required by Drexel University and schedule a time to speak 
with you about it before you sign it. 
 
Thank you in advance! 
 
  
